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The Social Life of Gnosis: Sufism in Post-Revolutionary Iran 
Seema Golestaneh 
My research examines the social and material life of gnosis for the contemporary Sufi 
community in post-revolutionary Iran. In contrast to literatures which confine Sufism to the 
literary and poetic realms, I investigate the ways in which gnosis (mystical epistemology) is re-
configured as a series of techniques for navigating the realm of the everyday. In particular, I focus 
on the ways in which mystical knowledge (ma'arifat-e 'erfani) is utilized by the Sufis to position 
themselves as outside of the socio-political areana, a move that, within the context of the Islamic 
Republic, in and of itself possesses vast political and social repercussions. I approach gnosis in 
two ways: both as object of study but also as critical lens, utilizing the Sufis' own mystical 
epistemology to guide me in understanding and interpreting my ethnographic case studies. In my 
dissertation, I address the following questions: What is the role of the Sufis, a group positioned 
on neither side of the orthodoxy-secular divide, within post-revolutionary Iran? How does a 
religious group attempt to create and maintain a disavowal of the political realm in a theocracy? 
More broadly, what is the role of mysticism within late modernity, and how might such a question 
be answered anthropologically? 
At the heart of my dissertation is the analysis of four ethnographic case studies. In each 
instance, I illustrate the way that the Sufis' own concept of mystical knowledge may be used to 
interpret topics as varied as the relationship between commemorative (dhikr) rituals and national 
identity to the negotiation of state interference to the practice of youth-organized poetry readings 
to the spatial organization of meeting places. I trace the affective and sensory dimensions of gnosis 
as it influences the mystics' understanding of the body, memory, place, language, and their socio-
theological position within Iranian modernity more broadly. By analyzing the question of the 
"apolitical," my dissertation intervenes into the presumed distinction between the aesthetico-
epistemological and the political divide, tracking a group that favors not direct resistance or 
outright evasion, but a more elusive engagement. My dissertation may be utilized by those 
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From first glance, I was already unsure as to what I had seen. 
He appeared as a column of white. Strikingly tall, with a pure white tunic (dasbtashi), a 
white beard grown to his waist, and long white hair draped down his back. I spotted him across a 
busy street in the Iranian city of Isfahan, where he stood waiting at a street corner by an open air 
fruit store, an alabaster block against a shock of brightly colored produce. 
He was dressed as Sufis dress in American movies and Turkish dinner theatres. So perfect 
was his ensemble that I wondered if he was some of sort of film or television actor who had 
wandered off a set, although such an explanation would be perhaps be even more implausible. 
Others in the store and on the sidewalk cast him second glances. 
I kept my own eye fixed on him as I made my way across the street, lest I lose him, 
although he never moved. Once there, I paused, and gathered myself before speaking to the figure 
who continued to wait for some unknown person or thing. 
"Excuse me sir, I don't mean to bother you, but.. .are you a Sufi (darvisb)?" 
He looked down to me from his great height and smiled ever so slightly. Wordlessly, he 
nodded his confirmation. His gaze returned to the street. 
"Oh, I am actually researching mysticism in Iran today, and would love to learn from you 
if you had the time," I spoke hurriedly, and startling rustling through my things excitedly. I showed 





He looked down at the books and smiled, perhaps more broadly this 
time. Slowly, he turned his gaze to me. "You wish to learn about 
mysticism?" "Yes." 
He nodded, unsurprised, returned his gaze to the street, and replied: "You should check 
the website." 

























"And those imagined things which are common and proverbial among people of any group, 
village, or town should not be disregarded openly as long as they are the subjects of attention. For, 
as a result of the attention paid to them by these souls, they give rise to some effects." 
~ Hajj Sheikh Muhammad Hasan Salih 'Ali Shah, former 
spiritual leader of the Nimatullahi Sultanalishah Sufi Order, 











It was Friday, the day of rest, but Elaheh still had to go to work. A young woman in her 
late twenties, she had a degree in architectural design but, unable to find work in her field of 
choice, had two jobs instead: one working in a half-time IT position, the other tutoring high school 
students in math. She also did some web design on the side when the opportunity presented itself, 
and it was a meeting with a potential client for this specialty that she had attended today. Needless 
to say, she was tired. 
I had wanted to talk to Elahe about her experiences with Sufism and, despite her fatigue, 
she did not cancel our meeting. She was not born into a "family of Sufis" (khanevade-y darvishi), 
but had started attending meetings several years ago after hearing about them from a friend and 
said she had called herself a Sufi for several years now. We spoke about her love of the 
"endlessness of meanings" (tamoom nadare) in the Quran and Persian poetry (adabiyat), the 
constant remembrance of the mysteries of God at all times, and how meetings left her feeling with 
"an open heart" (qalb-e baZ). Given her busy and unpredictable schedule, however, she did not 
make them as regularly as she would have liked. The meetings themselves, held either Thursday 
night or Friday, had also grown increasingly infrequent and irregularly scheduled—sometimes 
alternating weeks, other times several weeks in a row then nothing—which also made going more 
difficult. 
"Whenever I go, I always enjoy myself. Especially when the readings are of [the poet] 
Sa'adi, and I like how those things they say have great application (amal) for me. ..But it's hard to 
coordinate sometimes: I don't know when I will have the time, and also if there is a meeting at all 
that week. So, you see, it's both my being able to go, and they being able to have a meeting! But I 




Elaheh had applied for a Master’s Degree program in Malaysia, and was waiting to hear if she had 
been accepted, and if there was also scholarship money in the event of her admittance. She was 
doubtful about her chances for acceptance, however, and she had heard a rumour that Malaysian 
Universities were taking less Iranian students these days, because of "something to do with 
Russia." Despite the uncertainties she faced, she remained upbeat: "I will always love mysticism, 
and God willing I can continue, perhaps even on my own, but I'm just not sure about my plan for 
next year. For now I'll keep going though, and then we will see what happens later." 
We started our way back to the street to catch the bus when two young boys sellingfortunes 
(faal) on scraps of papers approached us: "Four fortunes for a toman ma'am; come on then, buy   
something from me!" I turned over a bill to the boys and Elaheh and I both took a fortune. As is 
always the case, "the fortune" was actually a verse from a poem. I read from mine first, one from 
Mawlavi, also known as Rumi: 
An-dam ke mara begherd-e to doran ast 
Saqi -o- sharab -o- qadah -o- dor an ast  
Van-dam ke to-ra tajjali-e ehsan ast  
Jan dar heyrat cho Mosi-e Umran ast. 
The moment in which I turn round and round, circulating  
It is the age of wine, the wine-bearer, and the cup  
And in that moment of kindness which you have made manifest  
In amazement I am like Moses, son of Umran 
 
Elahe rolled her eyes and laughed: "This one is always drunk!," she said, meaning Rumi. She 
turned to hers next. It was yet another by Rumi: 
Ey aql buro ke aqel inja nist  
Ghar moy shavo moy-e to ra ghunja nist  
Roz omad -o- roz, har cheragi ke furokht  
Dar shu'leh-e aftabjuz rusva nist. 
 
O reason, begone! There is no wiseman here 
There is no room for you here, even for the finest of your hairs 
The day has come, and whatever lamp gives light 




"Not exactly his best," I remarked, unimpressed. After a moment had passed: Elaheh expressed 
her disagreement: "No, you see, it's actually kind of interesting. Light and the intellectual are 
always supposed to go together, right?" Here she referred to the Persian word for intellectual: " 
roshanfekr,, literally: the light thinker or the lit thinker. She began to speak more quickly and more 
impassionedly: "But Rumi is saying that that reasoned thinking of the intellectual will always be 
less than that of the sun, the light and knowledge of God. This is what we must think about: there 
is always that which is beyond what we are thinking!" And at this declaration of one's own 
limitations, Elahe seemed overjoyed. 
It is not easy to identify a Sufi, or an Islamic mystic, in Iran. Like Elahe, they do not wear 
clothing that is different from anyone else, nor they do not possess the dramatic beards or long hair 
of years past. They do not live inside a Sufi meeting place or lodge (khanega), nor do they do 
devote themselves to studying mysticism full time, spending years of intensive and sometimes 
isolated study under the watchful eye of the master. The vast majority instead appear 
indistinguishable from the rest of the population and, perhaps more notably, live lives not unlike 
anyone else in Iran, with their time spent occupied by school and work, family and friends. 
And so, like the majority of Iranians with whom I spoke, the Sufis often expressed 
concerns about the day to day struggles of life. Of primary concern was the exceedingly high 
unemployment rate of Iran's young population; a phenomenon which was particularly widespread 
given that more than two-thirds of the country's population is under the age of thirty. While higher 
education remains relatively affordable, job openings continue to prove scarce, resulting in a large 
portion of the population who are well-educated, underemployed, and dissatisfied with their. 




August 2009 —January 2011, was conducted in the immediate aftermath of the 2009 election 
protests, which brought the largest street demonstrations since the Islamic Revolution of 1977-79. 
In the months following especially, there were many discussions expressing unease, both in 
regards to threat of the eruption of further protests and demonstrations as well as any subsequent 
governmental response. Since then, those concerns have been replaced with something much 
more immediate: the rampant inflation in the wake of the extensive economic sanctions put in 
place by the Obama administration, sending the cost of food soaring, where in some instances the 
price of a single item increased by a third in a single week, only to drop by 15% the next week, and 
then to increase again to a new high. Although food prices have stopped fluctuating and prices has 
stabilized since the original implementation of the sanctions, the economic future remains unclear. 
And, as always, but especially since the invasion of Iraq in 2003, there exists the vague but not 
unformed fear of military action against Iran by the United States and/or Israel, and the notion that 
it could go the way of its neighbors to the west and east, Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Beyond these general concerns facing the larger population, the Sufi groups themselves 
were also in a somewhat precarious situation. As of this writing, there is no legal framework 
regarding Sufism within Iran, and hence the legal status of its adherents remains essentially and 
fundamentally uncertain and unknown. Neither protected nor condemned, they operate with 
neither the peace of mind that accompanies formal recognition nor the terrible clarity of the 
condemned. Without any assurance in place, the mystics still practice relatively freely as they 
carry on with their meetings and activities, adhering to any regulations regarding public meetings 
as much as possible, choosing only to tread lightly, but not so lightly as if they had something to 
hide... As a result, the mystic Orders remain vigilant and wary, attempting to maintain a "low 




way. Indeed, as they contemplate the mysteries of the divine, it remains not the only undefined 
aspect within their lives... 
This dissertation examines what it means to turn to an epistemology of unknowing in times 
of great unknown. In order to carry out this inquiry, my analysis is focused upon two modes of 
inquiry: 1) how is mystical epistemology, or gnosis, interpreted and applied in the realm of the 
everyday? How are these concepts, typically understood to be deeply abstract and esoteric, 
rendered tangible in the material realm by those who subscribe to them? 2) in what ways is this 
interpretation and utilization influenced by the larger sociopolitical context of post-revolutionary 
Iran and how, in turn, does it too influence this same arena? 
In turning to these mystical ideals as a means to navigate their everyday lives, I strive to 
understand how gnosis offers an alternative to the typical discourses of power. By adhering 
neither to the codes of a metaphysical orthodoxy nor any epistemic totality, these branches of the 
Nimatullahi Sufi Order find themselves outside the realms of both Jafari jurisprudence1 of the 
Iranian clergy (ulama) as well as the monumentalism of Enlightenment thought. In more rough 
terms, these mystical formations can be conceived as neither currents of the "premodern" nor may 
they be situated within the project of modernity, carving for themselves instead a form of an 
alternative sphere to the typical binaries. Indeed, by bypassing the dichotomies of theology and 
humanism, the rational and the irrational, these Sufis of Iran have positioned themselves within a 
sort of alternate sphere. 
Moreover, it is imperative to remember too that the Sufi groups are also turning to Islamic 
ideals, Shi'i ideals, to guide them in their interactions with the sociopolitical realm: this is not a 
                                            
1 The school of Islamic jurisprudence (fiq) to which the Islamic Republic of Iran subscribes. Named after 
the sixth Shi’I Imam, Imam Jafar al-Sadeq, it is the most popular form of jurisprudence amongst Shi’i 





religious group versus a secular group, as is often the typical opposition that is purported to exist 
in Iran. Uninterested in neither the revolutionary overturn of modernity (as such a sentiment is of 
course one of a supremely modern nature) as indicated in their apolitical leanings, nor in an 
escapist, transcendent route, as exemplified by their willingness to navigate and negotiate the 
sociopolitical realm while avoiding direct resistance, mysticism surfaces here as a set of tactics by 
which to formulate a unique autonomy, at once self-contained and seemingly indifferent, yet 
never irrelevant, never even unthreatening. It is, perhaps, above all else, an essentially mystical 
response. In this way, we might be able to understand the ways in which gnosis emerges as a 
fundamentally creative enterprise, one wherein the finality of conventional knowledge is 
supplanted by a mode of thinking that operates as a formless, generative endeavor, speculating 
upon that which it does not know, moving forward into the "nothing," until all live is lived at the 
level of an improvisatory gesture. 
This project arises out of my work with various orders and instantiations of the 
Nimatullahi Sufi Orders, the largest Shi'i Sufi Order in Iran and, by many accounts, the world. 
While there exist a number of Kurdish and Arab Sufi groups in Iran today, most notably the 
Qaderi order, all my interlocutors were ethnic Persians. The majority of my fieldwork was carried 
out in the cities of Isfahan, Kerman, Tehran, and, to a lesser extent, Shiraz. My interlocutors 
include spiritual leaders, heretofore known as sheikhs, the highest spiritual authority known as a 
quotb (literally, pole or axis), and "lay Sufis" (darvish). More precisely, I spoke with those who 
first self-identified as Sufi and from there belonged to one of the following categories: 1) those 
who were formally initiated members of an Order, 2) those who attended meetings regularly but 
were not initiated, and 3) those who attended social gatherings that where some members had ties 
to a formal Order. This definition of who "qualifies" as a Sufi is hence based on some form of 




certainly benefit from research with those whom identified as a mystic without the framework of 
organized Sufism, such a category could encompass a potentially enormously category of 
individals, ranging from middle class women's poetry groups to self-described "sorcerers." While 
the conflation and confusion surrounding the category of "mysticism" in Iran will be discussed in 
Chapter One, for now I would only note that my interlocutors for this project were those with 
direct ties to organized Sufi practice. 
In addition, I should also clarify that I worked with several different subsets of the 
Nimatullahi Order, but do not identify them by name, utilizing instead this broad categorization. 
This was done with the intention to not only further conceal the identity of my interlocutors, but 
also because there were often internal conflicts within groups as to the exact lineage of the order. 
(Indeed, especially during my initial periods of fieldwork, this confusion over the precise subset or 
even the exact name of the order amongst members of the same group was a source of no small 
anxiety for me.) As all the texts cited here are generally shared by all my interlocutors, however, I 
feel confident that to employ this broader label is not a disservice to neither the Sufis nor my 
general analysis. 
In the broadest terms, the goal of Nimatullahi Sufism is for an individual to achieve 
complete union with the divine (tawhid). This union is achieved through the annihilation (fana) of 
the self, wherupon the boundaries between self, God, and the world have collapsed. This removal 
of subjectivity is based on the belief that, as the divine is beyond comprehension, that no human 
subject could ever fully understand or grasp it. Never can it fully be known. Thus, in order to grow 
closer to the divine or, ideally in union, one must cultivate a form of existential knowledge which 
takes at its starting point the very incomprehensibility of that which one seeks to know. This form 
of mystical knowledge is known as gnosis or 'erfan. In this dissertation, I use the terms "gnosis," 




The Sufis refer to themselves by a variety of names: gnostics (arif/urcfa), paupers 
faqir/fuqara), wayfarers or wanderers (salik/salik-ha), darvish (also pauper or, alternatively, one 
who travels "door to door"), Sufi, and to a much lesser extent "student" (murid). The different 
collectives with whom I worked often referred to themselves most frequently with one moniker 
than other, such that some prefer "faqif while others used "darvish.”2 I was unable to discern if this 
was due to any influence on the part of their respective sheikhs or if it had simply "caught on" in 
the manner of the common parlance of one's peers. Generally, however, the name "pauper" faqir), 
indicating that one exists in a state of "spiritual poverty" was used the most frequently. Outside of 
Sufi circles, Iranians almost exclusively used the term "darvish" or "Sufi." 
Textual Ethnography 
To understand the ways that mysterial experience is translated into the socio-political 
realm, I first conduct close reading of contemporary Sufi publications. Using the conceptual 
matrices extracted from the textual analysis as my critical lens, I then use these arguments to 
interpret my ethnographic case studies which highlight the application of these themes. I thus 
approach gnosis in two ways: both as object of study but also as critical lens, utilizing the Sufis' 
own mystical epistemology to guide me in understanding and interpreting my ethnographic case 
studies. By analyzing specific ethnographic instances through the lens of a group's own articulated 
epistemologies, I illustrate the ways in which non-Western philosophies are rendered manifest in 
the Middle East today. 
Some further clarification regarding sources must be made. I draw from the written works 
of the Quotb (supreme leader) and sheikhs (spiritual leader); these include sermons (khotbe), 
                                            
2 I have chosen the spelling "darvish" rather than the more popular "dervish" because it more closely 




philosophical works, commentaries, treatises or "epistles," original poetry, declarations 
(biyane-ha), travelogues (safar nameh), scholarly articles and, to a lesser extent, Quranic exegesis 
(tafsir). As the output of the entire order is immensely vast and consists of thousands of works 
tracing nearly eight hundred years, I have strategically limited my sources to those written in the 
early part of the nineteenth century and on, for two reasons: 1) this era marks the revival of 
Nimatullahi Sufism in Iran in the early-modern era, with individuals returning from India for the 
first time after nearly three hundred years in exile,3 and 2) it is also at this moment that the Order 
asserts itself as resolutely, rather than ambiguously, Shi'i . Thus, the Nimatullahi texts used in this 
dissertation are—with a few exceptions—those from the early modern, modern, and 
contemporary eras. 
From here, my focus is narrowed further still to the works of the quotbs of the 
contemporary era, with special attention given to the writings of those still active or very recently 
passed. In this sense, I am working backwards through the chain of succession (silsileh). By 
focusing on the work of the sheikhs and quotbs created in recent memory, my goal is not only to 
begin to outline the current debates and discourses of Iranian Sufism, but also to track those ideas 
which have been encountered with more frequency by lay Sufis (darvish) in Iran. For this reason, 
I draw more heavily from sermons and also introductory texts which, as I was informed by elders 
of the Order, receive the most circulation among their members. The majority of the texts used 
here are thus available in Sufi bookstores and libraries, meaning those adjacent to a meeting place 
(khanega), public libraries and, to a lesser extent, private bookstores. The vast majority have also 
been made available online at no cost. The question of circulation of text will be further explored 
in Chapter Two. 
                                            




Within these texts, I focus upon those concepts, concerns, and debates that are the familiar 
to the darvish, and hence contribute to their own conceptual framework the most acutely. This is 
not to suggest that such "introductory" concepts such as dhikr4 are necessarily less complex than 
more obscure concepts such as the dyad of tashbth and tanzth,5 merely that such terms—and the 
philosophies and debates that accompany them—will be more known to the darvish. Moreover, as 
is often the case with interpretation, I would argue that such familiarity in fact invites opportunity 
for further discussion and further questioning of concepts, as previous encounters will have 
allowed for more opportunity for contemplation and debate. As such, my dissertation strives for a 
balance between operating at the level of "expertise" of the darvish while recognizing the complex 
genealogies and conceptual matrices of such religious terms, rhetorical devices, and philosophies. 
I would only make note that the exception to my privileging of Nimatullahi texts dating 
from the nineteenth century and on is the occasional usage of the poetry of the works from the 
Persian medieval canon, such as those of Rumi, Attar, Sa'adi, Hafez, Hallaj, and several prominent 
Sufi philosophers6 such as Junayd Baghdadi, Ahmad Ghazzali, Bastami, and Ibn Arabi7. As the 
writings of these figures are cited heavily within the works of the Sufis, I too turn to them as well. 
In undertaking this textual ethnography, build upon those scholarly works which have 
approached textual analysis from an ethnographic standpoint. In particular, I draw from those 
                                            
4 The remembrance of invocation of God 
 
5 Roughly: immediacy and transcendence. 
 
6 The distinction between a Sufi philosopher and a Sufi poet is not necessarily an easy one to make. Here, 
I site the distinct written forms employed by the two groups as the key determining factor. 
 
7 Junayd Baghdadi and Ahmad Baghdadi are particularly prolific and influential Quotb of the Order and 
hence a natural reference for the sheikhs. Ibn Arabi, a self-identified Sunni from Al-Andalus and perhaps 
one of the most influential and widely read Sufis of all time, is more curious. His popularity is due not only 
to the widespread analysis of his writings in Iran at the time, particularly for the jurists of the School of 
Isfahan, but also that Shah Nimatullahi Vali, the namesake of the Order, in fact translated Ibn Arabi's 




anthropological studies that trace the intersections between cultural production and the literary 
and hermeneutic imagination. Essentially, I strive to understand the disparate forms of social 
phenomena—both knowledge and practices—that arise from texts and textual practices 
specifically, where the written word is seen as both the result of and source of cultural formations. 
To this end, Brinkley Messick's8 anthropology of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) and Yemeni 
intellectual history, and particularly its singular work tracing the ties between the fields of audition, 
architecture, and text, provided great inspiration. As Medhi Abdi and Michael MJ Fischer have 
explored through the hermeneutic imagination within Iran and the Iranian diaspora, careful tracing 
the multiple vantage points within Quranic dialogue today9. Fischer's study of the intertextuality 
of Iranian cinema and literature demonstrating the ways in which the paradigms of classical 
Persian epics are reimagined and reinserted within the contemporary era has also proved helpful to 
me10. Setrag Manoukian's deeply insightful work on the poetics and politics of the role of poetry in 
the city of Shiraz, particularly as it pertains to Iranians' understanding of the concept of culture, 
offers an excellent example by which to understand the social life of texts,11 and finally James 
Siegel's examination of the relationship between history and literature from the perspective of 
anthropology12 has also proved useful for me. As such, my own research diverges from these 
works in that I am less interested in constructing a genealogy and more in tracing the ways that 
explicit philosophical ideas, as relayed through textual resources, are manifested in the material 
realm today. 
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Anthropology of Islamic Imaginaries 
In recent years, there have been a number of studies within the anthropology of Islam 
dedicated to demonstrating the ways that Islamic practice, rather than instill blind adherence to a 
dogma, allows for the opportunity for the cultivation of the self. Perhaps most notably amongst 
these are the writings of Saba Mahmood13 and Charles Hirschkind.14 These important works not 
only push back against a geopolitical climate where Islam is viewed as "backwards" and 
"irrational," but provide a careful critique of neoliberal discourse of the role of religion as an 
"oppressive" force for its followers and Islam as being inherently oppositional to feminism, 
political and civic engagement, and the more nebulously defined category of human rights. To do 
so, they explore how reasoned, thoughtful, and well informed debates, surrounding a myriad 
number of topics, emerges out of those very sites—mosques, sermons, "political Islam"—thought 
to promote a blind allegiance to religious doctrine. 
And yet, there exists those Muslims for whom dialogue and conversation are not enough. 
Indeed, what of those groups for whom ethics, as a Sufi sheikh told me, is a "starting point, but 
certainly not the final stage"? 
My interlocutors belong to a movement within Islam that very explicitly extols that which 
is beyond rational interpretation and reasoning (ijtihad). At a time when the category of religion, 
and Islam in particular, is often criticized for being "irrational," it is my attempt here to not use 
these critiques as the starting point or critical framework from my analysis, but to take seriously 
the limits of reason in favor of direct experience of the divine as is outlined by the Nimatullahi 
Sufis. To fail to do so, runs the danger of falling into the trap of the worst possible iteration of 
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cultural relativism, where the beliefs of one set of individuals are simplified, flattened, and 
distorted in order to appease the dominant discourses of the time. As such, as I attempt to consider 
exhaustively those specific theologico- philosophical ideas whose impact I examine from an 
anthropological perspective, I agree with Amira Mittermaeir's assertion that there is "not enough 
Islam15" in anthropologies of Islam. In other words, in addition to those exploration of themes of 
"resistance," "agency," and the "cultivation of the self" which have come to dominate the 
discipline, it would be worthwhile to expand upon those modes of Islamic thought which do not so 
easily fit into these categories, and at the same time challenge, perhaps in a more radical fashion, 
the notion of the liberal autonomous subject. 
Before progressing further, some thoughts are necessary on what I constitute as "reason" 
or the "rational" here. My usage relates directly to the concept of "aqlwithin the Islamic context 
often broadly described as "deductive reasoning" or "dialectical reasoning." If it seems as if I 
simplifying the category here, it is due only to the fact that aql—while no less endlessly complex 
and varied than "the rational," whereupon there exists dozens of sub-divisions of the category, i.e. 
active intellect (al- 'aql al-fa "al), practical or applied intellect (al- 'aql al- 'amali), acquired 
intellect (al- 'aql al- mustafad), to name just a few—has a perhaps more restricted application than 
its Western counterpart. Wiithin Shi'i jurisprudence in particular, aql is utilized in matters of legal 
reasoning (ijitihad) and hikmat (the field of Islamic logical philosophy), whereas the study of 
gnosis ('erfan) requires a different mode of thinking16. Moreover, whether aql is even counter or 
oppositional to gnostic thought ('erfan) is a source of endless debate amongst non-Sufi Muslim 
thinkers, where some denounce the latter whereas others declare it an essential aspect of the 
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project of Islam. As I will explore in later detail later, none other than Ayatollah Khomeini himself 
was one of those jurists who was a staunch supporter of gnosis and the category of 'erfan. 
Thus, when I refer to the limits of reason, I refer to the Sufi tradition that hierarchizes 
gnostic thought as ultimately superior to that of aql, even as it champions the use of aql in matters 
of sharia (law), a theme which will expounded upon in Chapter One. As such, my intention here is 
not to minimize the deep complexity and the myriad debate which accompanies the question of 
deductive reasoning within Islamic thought, but to operate from the position that the Nimatullahi 
Sufis espouse, which is that the faculties of the intellect will only take one so far.17 In this way, my 
work attempts to situate itself amongst those works of Sufi scholarship that neither romanticize 
Sufism as a wholly ecstastic experience nor act as an apologist for its my unruly inclinations, but 
instead focus on allowing the smaller specificities of mysticism to provide the framework for the 
greater whole. As such, it hence in this spirit of the works of Pnina Werbner18, Peter Awn19, and 
Reza Shah-Kazemi.20 
In addition, as I will also later explore, this utilization of gnostic thought is also neither a 
rejection of the empirical or material realm, and absolutely not a refutation of the necessity of 
thought or one's cognitive capabilities as a whole. As Sufism commands a devotion to 
meditation/self-examination (muraqaba), self-critique (muhasaba), and thinking fikr), the 
necessity of the invovelment of cognitive thought is exceedingly great, and hence it would be 
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impossible to say that gnosis operates as a form of irrational thought, as such a mode implies a lack 
of cognitivie engagement as a whole. To the contrary, it is worth re-iterating that gnosis is in fact a 
knowledge, but one characterized more by experience and intuition than finite and self-contained 
forms of awareness.  Indeed, I have centered this study of contemporary Sufism through the lens 
of the social life of mystical knowledge in no small part to offer an alternative to those narratives 
of mysticism as an unthinking and wholly emotionally-driven phenomenon. To do so would not 
only be incorrect, but would ignore the complex epistemologies which comprise it. Ultimately, I 
would contend that gnosis may be categorized as neither rational nor irrational, but operates 
instead as extra-rational mode of thought. 
For this reason, this project is more firmly situated in those works that explore 
anthropologies of the imagination, and to this genre that I perhaps owe my greatest debt. In 
choosing gnosis as an object of anthropological inquiry, I examine the ways in which that which is 
intangible—namely, abstract thought in the form of philosophical ideas—is rendered material in 
such a way as to leave its mark upon the social realm, and it is this act of rendering in which I am 
most interested. My intention is not to explicate the ways in which these case studies provide 
merely an example or an uncritical and unthinking implementation of a pre-determined 
philosophical conceit, but to examine how these philosophical and epistemological matrices are 
interpreted and then applied to the specific context at hand. What this requires is an activation of 
the religious imaginary, one to generate an envisioning of a world that is in conversation with, yet 
not entirely restricted to, the larger socio-political context in which those who imagine belong. 
In this way, I view the imaginary as not that which is counter to reality and necessarily 
false, i.e. "made up," nor even necessarily (but perhaps not excluding) the cultural21 and social 
                                            




imaginary.22Indeed, if Appadurai describes how "the imagination has become an organized field 
of social practices, a form of negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally 
defined fields of possibility," this perhaps takes a strange inversion. Where the realm of the 
imagination, and all its discontents, is not merely the product of social worlds, but also a generator 
of them. As such, I draw from those works that explore the insertion of philosophy, anthropology, 
and the creative imagination through the lens of those more intangible objects of study, including 
the literary imaginary23, the uncanny24, dreams,25 spirits,26 and color27. 
Similarly, when I use the term "spiritual" or "mystical" I refer to that which relates to the 
space between the material and the immaterial, the corporeal and the intangible, the mortal and the 
divine, and the self and the other. 
  
Aesthetics and Affect 
In order to trace these aforementioned intangible theories, I hope to provide a more 
material object of study by investigating the realm of sensorial affect, with a specific focus on the 
uses of intentional listening (sama) by the Sufi Orders. Moreover, in addition to providing a 
concrete analytical endpoint, audition is considered an absolutely central element of Nimatullahi 
Sufism, existing not as a passive mode of reception but a highly intentional act which possesses 
near-infinite transformative capacities. Put more simply, listening is considered a strategy to 
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achieve the experience of gnosis in that it provides a conduit, a cipher by which to unravel that 
moment of interaction between the individual and the material world. Furthermore, it may be 
argued that the type of knowledge inherent in aesthetic experience, that strange information 
gathered from touching, tasting, seeing, hearing, smelling, is very much analogous to the 
experience of unknowing: it needs to be experienced before it can be understood. I further situate 
my analysis within what might be called Islamic aesthetic theory where I draw from both 
canonical and contemporary writings of the Sufis focused on the philosophies of music and 
listening. In this way, rather than carry out an analysis of the auditory itself, I trace instances and 
experience of unknowing as they are generated through sensorial affect. For it is through the affect, 
or the impact or response, imparted onto someone or something that we are able to see the 
transformative capacities inherent in sensoriality. 
I draw from a number of literatures concerned with the intersection of aesthetics and 
anthropology. Indeed, as audition is an undoubtedly essential part of much of Islamic practice, it 
has been analyzed through the lens of various subjects: from the initial revelation of the Qur'an, to 
the call to prayer28 to the complex sermon tradition29— I intend to expand upon the differences 
between mystical sama and the more "orthodox" interpretations of the uses of audition. 
Outside of the Islamic studies category, my work is situated within the world of auditory 
anthropology, or "anthropologies of sound," most notably the works of Erlmann, Bull and Black, 
and, Sterne,30 which not only focus upon music, sound, and listening as objects of inquiry, but 
analyze the ways in which the auditory influences and is influenced by the broader socio-political 
realm. In other words, they follow Paul Carter’s question that: "Suppose that, instead of seeing 
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those places, these anthropologists had heard them: how would they have theorized their 
encounters with the other?”31 From this conjecture it is made apparent that such an endeavor 
would not simply result in a cataloging of the particular sounds of an environment, but rather 
would affect the way in which this environment was approached critically, as we remember 
Attali's declaration to "theorize through sound.32" By theorizing through intentional listening, and 
by extension through the prism of a particularized aesthetic experience, one is therein able to 
merge both perception and the production of critical thought together into one instantiation of 
consciousness, until it is difficult to identify one from the other. Similary, this project closely 
follows the works of Michael Taussig33 (hich considers not only the aesthetic experience as the 
object and method of inquiry, but also looks to the transformative capabilities of affect in regards 
to the anthropological inquiry more broadly. 
Overview of Chapters 
My first chapter, "Sufism in Iran, Iran in Sufism" examines the category of "mysticism" in 
Iran from a historical and contemporary perspective. To begin, I explore the significance in the 
differences between the terms "mysticism" (tassavuj), "gnosis" ('erfan), and "Sufism" (Sufi-gari) 
within the Iranian context, and the political factors that have contributed to the strange division 
between them. From here, I provide an overview of the relationship between Sufi Orders and the 
Iranian authorities since the early part of the eighteenth century through the Islamic Revolution. In 
particular, I focus on the implications of the lack of official national policy on Sufism in Iran today, 
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going completely unmentioned in the constitution, such that the dynamic between the Orders and 
the municipal government varies wildly on the local level. Finally, I conclude by outlining the 
contents of meetings, organizational hierarchies, initiation processes, and other practice that 
define contemporary Iranian Sufism. 
My second chapter, "Hidden in Plain Sight: Secrecy, Dissimulation, and the Cultivation of 
Private Archives," examines practice of secrecy on the part of individual members in light of 
recent moves towards greater transparency within the Order. More specifically, throughout the 
twentieth century, the Nimatullahi Sufi Order of Iran adhered to a policy of "secrecy" in regard to 
the dissemination of their ideas, done largely to protect against the "misunderstanding" or 
"misappropriation" of mystical concepts by the uninitiated. This policy is made evident in the 
contemporary era through such practices as closed meetings, lengthy initiation practices, secret 
handshakes, the circulation of weekly "secret" words, and the safeguarding of any written work 
from non-members. Regarding the latter, such careful maintenance and preservation of textual 
materials by individual members—materials including hagiographies and other stories of 
prominent members of an Order's chain of succession (silsileh), medieval poetry collections, 
personal notes taken during sermons, handwritten advice from sheikhs, and more—led to the 
development of what I am calling here a "personal" or "private" archive. This chapter will hence 
explore mystical practices of secrecy through the cultivation of private archives, the growing trend 
towards various forms and practices of transparency in Iran as seen through both Twelver Shi'i sm 
as well as Shi'i Sufism, the persistence of the concealment of these personal archives despite the 
increased accessibility of Sufi texts, and the broader implications for the question of the archive 
contained therein. 
My third chapter, “The Dhikr Ritual, Listening Bodies, and Mystical Alternatives to 




engagement, and socio-political identity. I begin by offering an overview of the different forms 
and manifestations of what is considered a dhikr ritual in the contemporary era—ranging from 
those conducted in large, gender segregated groups with live musicians, to individuals who 
embraces a silent, solitary dhikr—as well as the various techniques of intentional listening (sama) 
that are employed. Moreover, while the dhikr ritual has traditionally been understood as a material 
or ecstatic experience where one is able to experience a loss of "self or "ego" through a specific 
form of listening practice (sama), I explore how mystics today are often articulating this 
destabilization of subjectivity as a loss of socio-political and gendered identity rather than a loss of 
the existential self. Hence, I considering the broader consequences for such a phenomenon with 
post-revolutionary Iran implicated therein. I also turn my attention to those Sufi theories which 
expound upon the relationship between intentional listening and the transformation of the self 
specifically, understanding the ways that bodily and sensorial engagement might invoke a 
momentary alternative to the Foucauldian body. 
My fourth chapter, “Sufi Thought and the Emergence of a Willful Amnesia”, investigates 
a Sufi Order's reaction to the destruction of their meeting place by the local authorities in the city 
of Isfahan in February 2009. A shrine that was used as a site for Thursday and Friday prayer 
meetings; it was housed in the 16th century Takhteh-Foulad cemetery that had recently been 
dubbed an Islamic Heritage Site by UNESCO. Following this designation, the local authorities 
began to transform the cemetery into a tourist site and destroyed the shrine on the grounds of 
"beautification" of the neighborhood. Within this chapter, my focus is hence two-fold: 1) an 
analysis of the Sufis' reaction to the actions of the authorities, both before and after the demolition, 
and 2) the authorities' motivation in razing the shrine. Regarding the former, I analyze the order's 
curious decision to "remember to forget" the site. More specifically, the sheikhs advised their 




structure was not important. From here, I examine how this command to "remember to forget" is 
tied to both Sufi ideals of the relationship between remembrance and forgetting as well as Jafari 
Shi'i ideals of remembrance. In addition, I explore the ways in which this technique of 
commemoration exhibits both similarities and differences to the Islamic Republic's own exercises 
in the construction of public memory. In my analysis of the authorities' decision, I highlight the 
fact that their decision to destroy the shrine was not primarily theologically motivated as one 
might assume, but based instead in a politics of cultural heritage and representation. Most 
significantly, such an action is contingent with the Islamic Republic's decision to ban certain 
"folkloric" Islamic practices, wishing only to present to the world a state sanctioned and sanitized 
form of Shi'i sm rather than the myriad forms which exist in the country. 
My fifth and final chapter, “Contemporary Wandering (suluk) and Alternative Spatial 
Formation in an Iranian City”, focuses on the relationship between concepts of wandering, 
listening practice, and techniques of spatial formation as seen through the establishment of 
meeting places. As authorities continue to frown upon public gatherings, Sufis have sought 
alternative methods of convening that allow them to create and maintain an autonomous space 
while still complying with government regulations. One informal Sufi youth group, meaning one 
operating without the involvement of a sheikh or other spiritual leader, does so by meeting in 
private homes and rotating locations each week to avoid attention from the authorities. More 
notably, rather than let the participants know the exact address of the meeting place, however, 
each week they announce a nearby intersection at which to meet instead and then proceed to 
broadcast music to allow the members to locate the site by listening and hence "following" the 
sounds. While texting and telephone calls are ultimately used to find the exact address, in this 




a matter of state interference, 2) the formation of a Sufi soundscape, 3) the broader impact for the 
creation of such a collective space within post-revolutionary Iran. 
 
Sufism and 'Erfan 
"Thus, Sufism and gnosis (' 'erfan) are two words signifying the same thing, or they may be 
thought of as two sides of the same coin, or it may be said that the former shows the way and the 
latter the result of wayfaring (suluk). They are both one and two."34 
~ HazratHajj Nur'Ali Tabandeh 
Majzub'alishah 
To delineate the definition of Sufism is impossible without a definition of gnosis. Indeed, 
the project of Sufism is so inextricably linked to the knowledge/gnosis which it strives to produce, 
that to even consider them separate entities proves a problematic task. As suggested by the above 
quote by Hazrat Hajj Nur'Ali Tabandeh Majzub'alishah, the current spiritual leader (qotb) of a 
Nimatullahi Order and one of my key interlocutors, to understand and define one necessitates a 
similar delineation of the other. 
Perhaps the best way to describe the relationship between the terms "Sufism" and "gnosis" 
would be that of method and objective respectively. Sufism is most frequently described as the 
"path" (tariqat): "The Path of Mysticism" (tariqat-e tassavuf), "The Gnostic's Path" (tariqat-e 
Urafa), or "The Path of Substantial Evolution." As Majzub'alishah notes, Sufism "shows the 
way," it is the guide which leads one to gnosis. Another current sheikh, Seyed Mustafa Azmayesh, 
offers a similar explanation, stating that "Sufism is a path, a method."35 Moreover, Sufism is very 
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freuqnetly described as a form of wayfaring or wandering (suluk), with its followers described as 
salik, wayfayers, giving further evidence to it as a course of action. 
However, if we refer back to Majzub'alishah's initial quote, to equate Sufism as the path of 
mysticism seems inadequate, given its interchangeability with gnosis. Considering this then, 
Sufism must ultimately be understood to connote a trajectory, a journey, and destination all at 
once, it is conduit by which one may reach union with the divine and that union itself. To provide 
more insight into the matter, Hajj Shakkh Madhzub Ali Shah (d. 1997) has described it as such: 
Different definitions have been given of Sufism and gnosis ("er/an), all of which amount to much 
the same thing. Sufism is the journey of the soul in search of the truth, as well as its arrival." In 
another meditation, Majzub'alishah offers what at first appears to be the clearest definition: "The 
way to reach perfect gnosis, that is, the perfection of gnosis, is called Sufism. This means that 
Sufism is the practical way of reaching gnosis.36" Even here, however, we see how he confuses 
both "the way to reach gnosis" and the "perfection of gnosis," as if the path and the objective were 
one and the same. 
Ultimately, it perhaps unsurprising then that an overwhelming number of my interlocutors 
objected to my categorization of Sufism as a "religion" (din) or "sect" (mazhab) and nothing more. 
Indeed, in response to my question "Is Sufism a religion?," many noted that it both is a religion and 
it isn't (Din hast va din nisi), while many others confirmed that it in fact was a religion, but was 
also "something else" (ye chiz-e digeh) or "much more" (khayli bishtar az in am hast), echoing 
their spiritual authorities musings that to understand the meaning of the word Sufism is to first 
consider its theological role before its sociological and organizational meaning. 
 
 
                                            




Uknowing: Formulations and Definitions 
 
 
"What happened in fact was that Reason and Experience were integrated to blend into a better and 
more effective instrument of knowledge in order to cover the gradations of total reality. This new 
instrument of knowledge became the creative experience of Sufism."37 
~ Mansur al-Hallaj 
With this understanding of the relationship between gnosis and Sufism in place, at this 
point we might begin to explore this notion of 'erfan or unknowing more specifically. 
To begin, it first be made clear that unknowing does not operates as a form of anti-
knowledge or meta-knowledge but rather as an awareness of that which we do not know, an 
engaged awareness that we know nothing. Within gnosis there remains some elemental form of 
understanding, a self-conscious awareness, but it is an awareness that something remains 
unresolved, something remains unanswered. 
To better understand this, this section will explicate the following characteristics of 
mystical knowledge: 1) its position as an "esoteric' form knowledge that operates in tandem with 
"exoteric" knowledge, wherein the former operates on the level of the spiritual path (tariqat) and 
the latter on the register of the (comparatively) more quotidian divine law (shariat), 2) intuitive 
knowledge, or those thoughts that cannot be gathered from the intellect or pure reason but from 
the more obtuse realm of experience, 3) graduated knowledge, 'erfan reveals itself through a 
series of ever increasing stages of intensity, indicating a ever-growing proximity to the divine 4) 
unfinished knowledge; gnosis is not finite, it is both a stage and a process, remaining continually 
unfinished and infinite, These characteristics of unknowing are of course constitutive of one 
another and overlap in many ways, but in separating them I hope to parse out those qualities which 
together amount to unknowing. 
                                            





Esoteric and Exoteric: Nimatullahi Affirmation of Tariqat 
Gnosis is perhaps most frequently described in English as "esoteric" knowledge, meaning 
that which is hidden and internal, cryptic or mysterious. Within Sufism, however, the definition is 
largely inseparable from its inverse, the exoteric. Essentially, the esoteric refer to all that which 
relates to or derives from the hidden (batin) metaphysical realm, while the exoteric (zahir) refers 
to that which concerns the "external" and mortal realm. Moreover, for the Nimatullahi Order, the 
esoteric and exoteric categories refer not only to the hidden realm of the divine and the external 
realm of the mortal, however, but also to something more specific: the shariat (external path, or 
divine law) and the tariqat (internal path). Indeed, one of key attributes of the Nimatullahis is their 
acceptance and insistence of the shariat, the broadly writ "Islamic law," which within this 
literature is described as rules, regulations, and proper etiquette conduct (adab). Rather than 
discard or ignore the question of law or rules, the shariat is described as an essential element of 
the practice of Islam and hence Sufism. As the quotb Hazrat Hajj Nur'Ali Tabandeh 
Majzub'alishah described in an introductory text: "In Islam, Sufism or gnosis ('erfan) is the inward 
dimension of the religion, like the seed of a nut whose shell is the outward rules (shari'at) and 
whose seed is the path (tariqat)..”383 at once privileging the tariqatas the "seed" while also 
depicting the shari'at :as the protective outer shell guarding the treasure inside. 
The 34th quotb of the Order, Hazrat Hajj Sultan Mohammad Gonabadi Sultan Ali Shah, 




                                            




In Sufi terminology, Islam has two aspects: shari'at, its outer dimension, or body, and tariqat, its 
inner dimension, or soul. These two aspects were inseparably joined in the person of the Prophet, 
but little by little through the history of Islam, there were people who paid attention only to the 
shari'at and even confined Islam to this. Often the jurists fuqaha) or clerics (ulama) took this 
attitude. In contrast to them there were people who emphasized the spiritual path (tariqat), who 
became famous as Sufis.39 
Sultan Ali Shah thus offers the ideal of the Prophet as one who exemplifies the perfect 
convergence of material and immaterial concerns, in contrast to the jurists who only focused upon 
the external aspects of Islam discussed in the shariat, thereby "confining" it in the process. He also 
utilizes a different metaphor used to describe the relationship between shariat and tariqat: body 
and soul, again reaffirming the corporal and intangible characterizing of the two "aspects," but 
perhaps not so subtly suggests a clear hierarchy as it is ultimately the soul (nafs) which acts as the 
site of transformation. Despite this, when describing the "duties" ordained by Islam, Sultan Ali 
Shah still proposes that one confer with a legal expert (mujthahid), noting that: "1) Principles of 
the shari'at must be obtained from a qualified expert in Islamic law (mujthahid); (2) Principles of 
the tariqat must be obtained from the current Sufi master; (3) Personal principles must be 
discerned by the individual himself. One should personally discover one's responsibilities by one's 
own religious thinking and reasoning."40 Thus, Sultan Ali Shah affirms the need not only for a 
mujtahid as well as the shariat as a whole, although one's spiritual training must come at the hands 
of a Sufi master. It should also be noted that many, although not all, of the Quotbs of the order 
received seminary training as well and a number were also qualified mujtahids, and thus could 
fulfill both duties. 41  Perhaps even more intriguing is the inclusion of this third duty—the 
"principles" which may be discerned by the individual alone—as something outside of the tariqat. 
                                            








A current Quotb of the order, Nur'Ali Tabandeh Majzub'alishah, is particularly interested 
in the relationship between shariat and tariqat, as he himself worked as a lawyer during his 
youth,42 and his own edicts echo that of Sultan Ali Shah. In a sermon from early on in his tenure as 
the Quotb, he stated: 
The responsibilities appointed by the sacred religion have been implicitly divided into three kinds 
by the high ranking gnostics (urafa): 1) Principles of the shari'at which must be obtained by 
imitation (taqlid) from a completely qualified expert in Islamic law (mujtahid); and the 
discernment of such a marja' is the duty of every responsible person himself. 2) Principles of the 
tariqat which are to be obtained from the current Master, and instruction in gnosis (' 'erfan) is also 
to be found in the books of the great gnostics ('urafa). 3) Personal principles are to be discerned by 
the person himself, in the sense that God, the Exalted (Mutaäli), wants the spiritual powers of His 
servants to be put into practice, and to be exalted, and since He, the Sublime (Aliy), has bestowed 
them, it becomes a duty that aside from the two areas mentioned above one should personally 
discover one's responsibilities by one's own religious thinking and reasoning.43 
Here then, Nur'Ali goes into more detail regarding the trifurcated responsibilities of the mystic, 
affirming the importance of imitation44 (taqlid) as well as legal reasoning (ijtihad) from an expert 
(mujtahid), explicitly avows the importance of books as sources for the "instruction in gnosis," 
and describes the discovery of one's personal responsibilities as relating to a desire of God, hence 
to do so is to enact an exultation of him. Thus, the "thinking and reasoning" of the individual, 
outside of the instructions of the Sufi master as well as the legal expert also take upon the utmost 
importance, a duty that, through this assertion of its direct relation to the divine, has also taken on 
a sacred dimension. It is curious too that the of the ninety-nine names of God, the one invoked 
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here is that of the Sublime (Aliy), as if to suggest that the personal register, meaning the realm of 
individual thought, relates to this feeling of sublimity, or the beyond or the overwhelming, such 
that it is on the level of the individual, even one cultivated by the formal instruction bestowed 
upon him, that one must ultimately confront the realm of the Sublime... 
Moving onward, we must remark upon the question of ethics (akhlaq), which has 
heretofore gone unmentioned, as it is within the realm of ethics that the Sufis' interpretation of 
shariat perhaps diverges most sharply from that of other Shi'i interpreations. Namely, that the 
gnostics consider ethics to be a part of the tariqat, and not the shariat, as is often the case. As 
Nur'Ali's essay regarding the relationship between shariat and tariqat, "Mysticism and 
Jurisprudence" ("Tassavuf va Fiqh') published in the academic journal 'erfan-e Iran, delineates: 
Generally, legal rules of Islam for welfare of the society prohibit those acts such as theft, betray 
and other immoral deeds and if one commits these crimes, he will be punished and this action is a 
deterrent side of committing crime but, the spiritual and ethical teachings of Islam train men in a 
way that they do not think of robbery and other crimes, and hate doing such wrongdoings from the 
heart.45 
Thus, "spiritual" and "ethical" are collapsed into one category, and it is this register which will 
allow individuals to not even "think" of committing a crime, therein suggesting that it is through 
these realms of thought that the existential transformation of a person can take place, whereas the 
legal rules are more for the benefit of the functioning of society, acting only as a deterrent or 
obstacle in the path of an erring person. Indeed, elsewhere within the piece he writes explicitly that 
the difference between shariat and tariqat is like the difference between ethics and law, although 
"the spirit" of the two are the same: "Islam has two classes of teachings; one class includes moral 
and mystical teachings. Another, let's say, includes the legal commandments. However, the spirit 
                                            





of the legal commands was the same as spiritual ones."46 He also makes the perhaps unsurprising 
claim that this bifurcation is related to the schi'ism between Sunnism and Shi'i sm, as it was the 
followers of Abu-Bakr (the Sunnis) who were more concerned with the more prosaic 
"commandments" than the more lofty spiritual path of Imam Ali. 
Finally, in a transcribed sermon from 2006, Nur'Ali remarks upon the relationship between 
the Sufi masters and the clergy from a societal perspective. Namely, that although one is 
concerned with the laws of Islam and the other with the transformation of the spirit, they maintain 
friendly relations: 
The theologians are introduced as the leaders of Muslims to describe the rules and regulations of 
Islam, and the mystics are introduced as those possessing authorized wisdom to act as the agents 
for reforming the spirit and the purification and refinement of character.. .In accordance with the 
policies of the magnanimous predecessors and Quotbs of this noble Order, I have been.in contact 
with the theologians and there has been always the utmost kind relationship between us.47 
From this passage, there are two things to take note: 1) that the "theologians" are introduced as the 
"leaders" of Muslims, whereas the mystics are not given such a designation, although they do 
possess "authorized" wisdom to perhaps bestow upon them a more formal air of authority, and 2) 
his emphasis on the warm relations between the two groups, not only assuring that such relations 
has always been the ideal, or at least the policy, of the Order, but that he himself has been in 
contact with such figures. As such, with these statements we may gain insight into the ways that 
the masters of the Order characterize their relationship with the reigning clergy (ulama) of the 
Islamic Republic, one of a long-standing mutual respect, with both groups having own their place 
and role. As to whether Nur'Ali or any other senior leaders were in fact in close dialogue with any 
ulama in any official capacity, I was unable to confirm or deny. 
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There is certainly much more to be said on the matter of the relationship between the 
exoteric knowledge of shariat and the interior knowledge of the tariqat, but for our purposes I 
wish to stress that not only do the Nimatullahis fully accept the shariat, but view it as an integral 
element of Sufism. Within the context of Iran then too, to embark upon the spiritual path is hence 
not a rejection of the broader rules of society, but instead commands an acceptance of the laws and 
customs of the times in which one lives,48 a conceit which not only allows for the followers of 
Nimatullahi Sufism to continue to live within the parameters of civil society,49 but one which 
doctrinally requires them to do so. In this sense, it is thus easier for one to join an Order as it 
requires less of a drastic change in lifestyle than Order that rejects the legal framework for the 
society in which it lives. In addition, this acceptance of the shariat and, in this particular context, 
the legal code of the land, is an important aspect of the Order to remember as we examine the ways 
in which contemporary Sufis navigate the social landscape in which they live.  
Despite this championing of the exoteric knowledge of the rule of law, however, it would 
be undeniable to infer a perceived hierarchy between the two forms of knowledge. While the 
shariat is viewed as an essential aspect of Islam--and it curious too that the the category of "Islam" 
is often invoked in discussion surrounding it rather than "Sufism" or "Mysticism"—the tariqat 
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and the esoteric knowledge it entails concerns the realm of the spiritual and hence what might be 
called higher stakes.; it is the cultivation of gnosis which will ultimately allow for the goal of 
transformation of the self to achieve unity with the divine (wahdat of wujud, literally "unity of 
existence"). Indeed, as the Sufi shariat does not even involve the realm of the ethics (akhlaq), as is 
usually the case within other systems of Islamic thought, its relationship to the more abstract 
registers of the soul (nafs) are extremely limited. It is a belief in esoteric knowledge which makes 
one a Sufi such that, for those who only follow the shariat, they are missing half of the equation. 
Elements of the Unknowable 
At this point, we can no longer continue without discussing this esoteric knowledge in 
more detail. What, exactly, constitutes mystical knowledge? What does such an epistemology that 
operates in close (or at least closer) proximity to the divine entail? Beyond these designations of 
"divine," "esoteric," "hidden," "metaphysical,".. .what is unknowing? 
To answer this, I have turned to both primary texts, meanings writings of the sheikhs of the 
Nimatullahi Order, and the poetry of the Persian canon with which my interlocutors are engaged. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, I found that it is within the works of poetry rather than treatises or essays 
that the elements of gnosis may be described, as it is only the within the abstract and affective 
registers of poetic language that the experience of unknowing may be most effectively relayed. 
Finally, I use the words "unknowing," "gnosis," and "mystical knowledge," interchangeably here. 
Experiential Knowledge: The Unspeakable, Beyond Reason, and the Intoxicated 
Above all else, unknowing might be considered to be a form of experiential knowledge, 
and by this I mean a mode of understanding where instinct and affect surpass the dominion of 
rational thought. In other words, just as the divine remains ever elusive and unknowable, so too 




understood as a type of experience. Gnosis is exactly that which is undefinable, an awareness of 
that which we know that we do not know (which is sharply distinct from knowing nothing). Given 
this, a few characteristics emerge: 1) That gnosis is explicitly that which is beyond the realm of 
reason and the human intellect, 2) As a result, it exceeds communication and language, and 
ultimately remains unspeakable, 3) The closest approximation of an encounter with the divine is 
the feeling that is derived from intoxication, whether through love or wine, a feeling of 
destabilization and ecstasy, 4) Gnosis remains an forever an unfinished and hence infinite process, 
operating in graduated stages of increasing intensity without end 5) Unknowing operates as a form 
of existential knowledge, where the abandonment of reason gives forth to a realm of the 
transformative possibilities of the self, and finally 6) it is intuitive, described as the "knowledge of 
the heart" rather than a "knowledge of the mind" where the "heart" act as a metaphor for the 
instinctual and emotional in opposition to the cognitive and rational. 
I. Beyond Reason: 
As the divine cannot be approached through the lens of the rational (aqlani), so too must 
mystical knowledge occur at the terminus point of logic (mantagh). Another way to describe this 
is the theme of becoming mad, as given evidence by the common refrain I often heard: "To 
become a Sufi, one must become mad (divoon-e beshe)." Indeed, so extreme is the shift required 
in thinking that only an entire overturn of thought which suffice, distorting its shape until it can 
only resemble that which might be called "mad." 
The literatures are littered with references declaring the uselessness of "reason50" (aql), 
often taking an antagaonistic stance towards systematic thinking. Shah Nimatullahi Vali, the 
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founder of the Nimatullahi Order, in particular calls upon the limitations of logic and order in his 
collection of poetry (Divan), to cite only three examples: 
"O reason, we are drunk and you are not — your preaching has no place in our 
assembly."51 
"O reason, you are sick and sober.52" 
"Reason, in its dry depression, bids us behave / we are drunk with love — what do we want 
with order"53 
In these brief excerpts, reason is taunted and expelled, seen as not only as without purpose but 
something that should be cast aside. Characterized as "sick" and "dry," reason stands in sharp 
relief to the possibilities of its alternative. Rumi also remarks upon the limits of the rational, which 
often takes the form of the "head": "If your head cannot contain you — lose it.."54 Here then, 
having surpassed its very limits, the faithful Sufi must actively discount reason as it now acts only 
as a hindrance. In a similar passage, he beesches the reader towards a similar goal: "Let go all your 
scheming, lover/let yourself go mad/go mad/just step into the heart of fire/make yourself a moth/a 
moth/Turn yourself into a stranger.55" Thus, it is this release made from political thought or 
"scheming" in order to embark on a journey into the irrational that allows oneself to be borne anew, 
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whether it be a "stranger" or a "moth." Ultimately, the abandonment of reason gives forth to a 
realm of the transformative possibilities of the self. 
II. Beyond Communication 
When experience evades the grasp of expression, not only have we exceeded the 
possibilities of reasoned thought, but so too does language fall short. Upon reaching this juncture, 
all self- assured utterances intent on defining and elucidating seem to fall inextricably short, 
incapable in their attempts to name that which is characterized by its very unknowability. It is for 
this reason that gnosis eludes the capabilities of language and, in particular, speech. As the 
Nimatullahi twentieth century sheikh Khusrawi (d. 1920) comments with the utmost simplicity: 
"He who knows / does not speak,"56 establishing a clear dichotomy between the knower and 
speaker, such that one who has gained gnosis also learns about its unspeakable nature. Finally, the 
quotb Mahbub Ali Shah (d. 1997) describes the enigma of gnosis as one of "subtlety," one whose 
seemingly delicate nature could not handle the presumed manhandling that occurs in verbal 
articulation: "The subtlety of faqr [spiritual poverty] and dervishhood cannot be brought to the 
tongue, and speech is not the way to its truth. Do not break the sanctity of the heart by talk and do 
not say anything that may result in undermining the states (ahwal) of others.57 He thus intimates 
not only the impossibility of verbally expressing gnosis, but the potential dangers inherent in 
doing so, explicitly (and yet still cryptically) warning against the damage it might inflict upon 
those "others" who may receive it. 
In discussing the incommunicability of mystical knowledge, I would be amiss not to at 
least briefly consider the question of silence. Essentially, as gnosis operates beyond language, 
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what results instead is its envelopment in silence, a silence which in and of itself has been the topic 
of endless inquiry and, perhaps even more notably, emulation. This is perhaps most evident in the 
works of Rumi, who also wrote under the pen name "Silence" (Khamushi) and famously 
commanded "Become Silence." Moreover, this engagement with the theme of silence is intimately 
tied with writing. For what is perhaps one of the many remarkable traits of the Sufis is that, despite 
this firmly held stance regarding the incommunicability of gnosis, they write about it endlessly. 
Perhaps more accurately, the writing act is used as a means of invocation and summoning of and 
to silence. As such, the fact that they understand writing as a means to silence as opposed to 
expression entails an understanding of writing as an illustration of the unspeakable, an aesthetic 
medium wherein language ultimately strives towards its own sublation. Thus, writing may no 
longer operate under the pretense of a systematic transmission of ideas, and thereby acting as an 
emissary of contained meaning, but has transformed itself into an untamed creative force of the 
unspoken. Thus, for the Sufis, the writing- act is possessed of an infinite possibility, and hence that 
it could, when orchestrated effectively, create a prism for unheard experiences of the world. 
Beyond Sobriety: Intoxication and The Destablized self 
Within Sufi poetry, there perhaps there is no other theme that is more prevalent than that of 
intoxication and all its instantiations: wine, the cup/goblet, the tavern, the wine-bearer (Saki), etc. 
Rather than extol the virtues of intoxicating substances, all of which are prohibited, these ideas of 
intoxication act as the most tangible example by which to grasp the experience of gnosis for the 
individual, one of a destabilized subjectivity, unrest, and delirium. As the Gonabadi Sheikh 
Muzaffar Ali Shah has written: "I am the celebrant.. .too drunk to tell head from feet, low to 
high,58" until both self and the perception of the world are so altered as to be inverted. To elaborate 
                                            




upon the distinction between these modes of intoxication and simple drunkenness, Rumi has 
writes: "There are thousands of wines/that can take over our minds./Don't think all ecstasies/are 
the same!" He then furthers this distinction with the following: "Last year, I admired wines. 
This,/I'm wandering inside the red world.59" Thus, alcohol and the intoxication it induces emerges 
not only as a means to an end, but as an autonomous experience unto itself, one that creates entire 
worlds as the totality of sobriety is left behind. Similarly, Nur'Ali Shah Isfahani, a nineteenth 
century Sheikh writes that: "We are the ones who have lost ourselves/heads buzzing with 
wine/Cleansed of being and non-being/Free of the traps of time."60 In its ultimate instantiation 
then, the intoxicated has been annihilated, having lost themselves, exhausting the binary of being 
and non-being to enter an extratemporal space. In the wake of the eradiction of self then, the 
acquisition of gnosis leads to subjectivity of constant unrest. Finally, as one sheikh told me: "We 
speak of intoxication for the same reason we write poems. In fact, I like to think that poems are 
like intoxicated essays. Intoxication is the state (hal) of the gnostic (aref), but unlike the poor 
addict, we don't need wine or drugs. Knowledge of the divine ( 'erfant-e elahe) is enough." 
 
 
Gnosis as Process: Graduated Stages 
Another crucial element of 'erfan is that it possesses—and thus, we might make the 
assumption, consists of—different levels (tabighat) or stages (marhal) of increasing intensity. 
This is due firstly with the nature of gnosis itself. 
Echoing the definition of Sufism as a "path" or "process," mystical knowledge exists not in 
the form of a totality, a self-contained entity to be achieved in one revelatory moment, but is 
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formulated and hence experienced as a something both more nebulous, described as being both 
multiple and singular. As Hazrat Nur'Ali describes: "Gnosis is not an absolute matter. It is 
something that, as the philosophers say, is graduated or dispersed (tashkiki), such as light and faith, 
which have degrees.61" Indeed, the metaphor of light is in fact perhaps the most common 
metaphor used to describe the structure/anti-structure of gnosis, one that is at once dispersed and 
fragmented but still cohesive and singular. Within the Shi'i tradition, the theme of the "graduated 
unity of existence" (wahdat-e tashkiki-e wujud) offers a close approximation, described by Seyed 
Hossein Nasr as "the quality of unity and oneness while at the same time having different stages 
and degrees which, despite being distinct from one another are yet related together."62 As such, the 
tashkiki-ness of gnosis suggests a curious dialectic between the multiple and singular, something 
being interplay and paradox. Indeed, "Tashkiki" has been described by Mahmoud Khatami, as "a 
continuous hierarchic structure which can spread both vertically and horizontally."63 
From here, gnosis is understood to exist as a series of progressive and increasingly 
"advanced" stages, a process marked by a somewhat nebulous linearity. Indeed, the organization 
of mystical knowledge and its various iterations is hugely prevalent within the Nimatullahi 
tradition, whereupon every thinker has their own specific outline of the "stages of knowledge". As 
such, there are theories which purport that there are six stages of gnosis, with other number 
ranging from seven, twelve, twenty-four, and forty, just to name a few. 
Perhaps none was more enamored of elaborating the different stages of gnosis than 
Majdhzub Ali Shah, a nineteenth century Quotb of the Order, who described that each station on 
the path would be accompanied by the witness of a different color of light. Reza Tabandeh 
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describes it as from white (initation) to yellow (dhikr) to purple (love) to green (fecundity) to 
black (described as the Light of the Divine Essence and the highest light, so that, in nothingness, 
nothing could be exintuighsed). In another fascinating example, he describes the five senses of the 
heart (qalb), which could access the world of the unseen (including the scent of the world of the 
invisible). Madhzub Ali describes how the physical shell of the heart in fact will inspire different 
experiences if accessed correctly, delineating the following categories of increasing intensity and 
proximity to divine knowledge: 
 
Breast (sadr) = submission of Islam 
Heart (qalb) = light of the intellect 
Pericardium (shaghaf) = love 
Inner Heart (fu'ad) = witnessing, visions, gnosis 
Grain of the heart (habbat al-qalb) = higher gnosis, recognition 
of God  
Heart's core (suwayda) = Gnosis of Divine secrets, source of 
visions  
Blood (muhjat al-qab) = Manifestation of Divine Attributes64 
Here then, we see the succession of stages of knowledge as connected to the actual 
physicality of the biological heart, beginning with the chest cavity and culminating with blood, or 
that which constitutes the entire organ. Within the larger Shi'i tradition too, there is the also the 
common story that, while on his deathbed, the Prophet Muhammad was said to have taught Imam 
Ali the thousand chapters (literally: "gates" or bab) of knowledge, each one opening up a thousand 
more.65 Unsurprisingly then, just as one reaches another level of gnosis, so too are they similarly 
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transformed, as Hazrat Nura Ali writes: "Being a gnostic also has degrees. There is the gnostic and 




Finally, the last element of gnosis is its infinite nature: 'erfan is perhaps above all else a 
form of thinking that contests the very finality of thought. As God is perceived to be without 
boundary, described by Madhjub Ali Shah as the "ever-expanding being" (wujud- munsabit67)6, 
the without limits, so too is the knowledge of the divine. In predictably evocative fashion, Hallaj 
describes the experience of mystical epistemology through the form of a spiral, writing that: "I 
knew of circles within circles...without end,"68 such that thinking emerges as an almost hypnotic 
activity, one of unbound depths and ceaseless motion. For the sheikh Azmayesh, the interminable 
nature of the journey of Sufism is in fact it's perhaps most defining feature: "The road to God is 
endless because God is infinite. Constantly we have to go on and accept to go on. When you stop 
you are no longer a Sufi." 69  Remarking upon the difficulty of the task—to "accept to go 
on"—ultimately what defines a Sufi is the very ability and willingness to continue upon the path, 
even once they have come to realize its indeterminate nature. And, upon abandoning the linearity 
of thought and knowledge, it there that all thinking move towards the experiential and the 
intuitive. 
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Sufism in Iran, Iran in Sufism 
 
"We find certain scholars.. .denying the validity of mysticism and thus depriving themselves of a form of 
knowledge. It is regrettable.. .It is regrettable that some of the ulama should entertain those suspicions and 
deprive themselves of the benefits to be gained from the study of mysticism.. .Those who wear cloaks and 
turbans and denounce the mystics as unbelievers do not understand what they are saying; if they did, they 
would not denounce them." 
-Ayatollah Khomeini70 
It was always difficult to discern which moments of my time in Iran comprised 
"fieldwork" and which did not; more often than not they came upon you without warning. 
I had missed my friend's Nahid's birthday party, and I wanted to stop by to see her and give 
her a small present. She worked as a teller in a bank, and usually got home around 4pm, and so I 
met her at her house a little while later. After some time, her sister Farahnaz, a middle school 
teacher, stopped by, wanting to borrow a dress to wear for a wedding. I had met her only before in 
passing, and she joined us now for tea. She inquired about my research and, after I gave her an 
overview, she nodded and thought for a moment, then remarked: "That's very interesting. You 
know, I'm kind of like a Sufi." To this her sister gave her a look, somewhere between skepticisms 
and bemusement. "Really? Since when are you a Sufi?" 
"Well, see, isn't my Bachelors degree in literature? And I used to go to those poetry 
meetings at Mrs. Nabavinejad's house, with that guy with the beard who played daf (frame drum)? 
Now that guy was really a Sufi!" 
Nahid remained unconvinced: "That just means you like adabaiayat (Persian literature)! 
                                            




"No, but those meetings with that man, those were different! With his daf drum, he sang 
those poems, we would go into a state (ha/!), and he was always very calm. And remember for a 
while, right after college, I would only wear a white roosari (a headscarf)?" 
To this her sister laughed heartily "Oh, well then, a white roosari! This means a real Sufi! 
See, Seema, your research is done! Right here before you is the great mystic (darvish)! Truly 
madame professor (khanoom ostad) can tell you all you need to know!" 
Farahnaz laughed too, embarrassed now, and said, turning to me, "So rude, this one! Come 
on, I just said I was like a Sufi!" 
An interest in poetry, the wearing of white, the slow collapse into a heightened emotional 
state (hal)... all cues which convey the spirit of a more enigmatic form of Islamic worship for 
Farahnaz (if not enough to convince Nahid). What defines a mystic, or mysticism in general, in 
Iran is not so easily delineated and, beyond the confines of this sisterly debate, has in fact been a 
point of contention within Iran for centuries. 
There is first the category of organized Sufism, known as Sufi-gari, which has been the 
topic of our inquiry thus far. In addition to Sufi-gari, however, lies the much more nebulously 
defined category of "mysticism" in all its myriad instantiations—primarily understood to involve 
the categories of “gnosis” (‘erfan) and “mysticism” (tassavuf)" As such, what I hope to 
demonstrate now is not only the nuances in the definitions of the terms, but how each category 
emerges as a site of contested meaning, one with disparate political and theological entities laying 




conflicting claims over the definition of mysticism has led to lasting effects in the ways that the 
categories Sufism, 'erfan, and tassavuf are viewed in Iran. 
In order to better answer this inquiry, this chapter is divided into three sections. In the first 
section, I trace the emergence of 'erfan, and how it came to impinge upon, and in some instances 
replace, the term "mysticism" (tassavuf/Sufism) in Iran. From here, I briefly look at the position of 
'erfan in Iran today, as well as a particular explication of Ayatollah Khomeini's experience with 
the study of gnosis ('erfan) while a student and teacher at the religious seminaries in the city of 
Qom. In the second section of the chapter, I provide an overview of history of the relationship 
between Sufi Orders and the reigning political and theological authorities in Iran, marking how it 
has varied drastically over time. In doing so, I wish to highlight the ways in which the 
characterization of Sufism as the "heterodox" counterpart to "orthodoxy" of the Shi'i ulama is a 
gross simplification of the dynamic between the two forces. Finally, I conclude the chapter by 
tracing the current practices of the Nimatullahi Order in Iran today, including contents of meetings, 
initiation procedures, and selection of leaders. 
 
Sufism vs. Mysticism vs. 'erfan: Contested Terms 
Before delving into the geneaology of 'erfan (gnosis), it is important to recognize the 
vastly disparate responses that people will provide when asked to define the word today. More 
specifically, their definition of the word will undoubtedly be in accord with their religious 
affilitation and training. To a literate, non-Sufi—that is to say, the overwhelming majority of the 
population— 'erfan does not mean mystical knowledge, but refers primarily to a distinctly Iranian 
literary tradition, namely the poetry of a canon of medieval Persian-speaking poets Hafez, Sa'adi, 




that you are studying 'erfan, means for the majority of Iranians that you are studying literature 
(adabiyat), and almost always something distinctly Iranian. This nationalist bent that is often 
associated with 'efan is a phenomenon which demands for much further analysis than afforded 
here, but for now I would only highlight that, outside of Sufi and clerical discourses, the category 
of erfan is not always immediately associated with Sufi or even Shi'i theologies. 
In contrast, if you were to ask a religious seminarian, a member of the clergy, or a more 
highly educated person to define the term, they will tell you that erfan refers to a field of the study, 
namely that of Islamic mysticism, which has a distinct history within Shi'i theosophy and theology. 
For some, it would also indicate that form of "intuitive" or "esoteric" knowledge of the divine, a 
form of knowledge championed by prominent twentieth century Shi'i thinkers like Allamah 
Tabatabai, Ruhollah Khomeini, Mohammad-Taqi Bahjat. As such, it is undeniably similar to that 
of the Nimatullahi Sufism. The disagreement between the theologians and the Sufis, however, 
relates to the term "Sufism" (suf-gari). For the Sufis, 'efan and Sufi-gari are one and the same, 
while for the theologians they connote two different realities. In other words, while all believe in 
gnosis as a form of "intuitive knowledge of the divine," a large segment of the theologians do not 
believe that Sufism is concerned with such pursuits, accusing them of focusing upon "idleness," 
"opium smoking," and "begging" instead. As such, to explain this seemingly artificial discrepancy, 
one must look beyond theological debates into the arena of politics for the answer. 
The Rise of 'efan in Shi'i Iran 
Having briefly demonstrated the contested nature of the definition of 'erfan that exists 




interpretations. In particular, how the development and changes of its usage is tied directly to 
Iran's transformation into a Shi'i state. 
It was under the Safavid dynasty (1501 — 1722) that Shi'i sm became the state religion in 
Iran for the first time. It was also at the same time that the vast majority of Sufi orders were either 
expelled or left the country71. This is particularly curious as the Safavid Dynasty themselves arose 
out of the Sufi Order, whose origins date back to Safi-ad-din Ardaabil (d. 1334) who transformed 
the Zahediya Sufi Order to bear his name. It was only until Shakyh Junayd assumed leadership in 
1447 that they turned to vying for political power at all, until the Safavid Shah Ismaili took 
assumed power, beating out several rivals groups vying for power in the wake of the collapse of 
Timur.72 
The Safavids consolidated both religious and political power, and expelled those who 
posed any alternative to their designated spiritual authority figures73 and hence political power as 
well. Throughout their reign, the Shi'i clergy (ulama) in Safavid Iran were either associated with 
the state or had contacts with them. The Nimatullahi Order left Iran around 1450 CE, and at the 
invitation of the Sultan Ahmed Shah Al Wali Bahamani, spent the next three hundred years in 
exile in Bidar, India.74 
Given the wide-spread expulsion of the vast majority of Sufi Orders, one might assume 
that that would be have been the end of mystical thought in Iran for the time being. Surprisingly, 
this was not to be the case. What happened instead is that the mystical theologies which had been 
circulating during this era were subsumed under the new Shi'i leadership, so much so that the 
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theology of the Safavid Era is often known as "Esoteric Shi'i sm,"75 as the scholarship was heavily 
interested in those themes which are either tangentially or directly related to Sufism. These men 
writing these philosophies were all jurists, however, with official posts in the hierocracy, and did 
not bear any title of "Sufi," and were indeed the respected legal scholars of their time. Moreover, 
this mystically-tinged form of Shi'i scholarship was allowed to thrive due to the patronage of Shah 
Abbas I (d. 1629), the leader whose very dynastic forebears drove out many of the organized 
mystic orders. 
This "Estoeric Shi'i sm," also known as Shi'i theosophy, reached its apex with the 
so-called School of Isfahan,76 a so-called renaissance of Islamic philosophy that was comprised of 
such famous Shi'i thinkers like Sheikh Bahai, (d.1621 CE), Mir Damad (d. 1630 CE) and most 
notably, Mulla Sadra (d. 1640 CE), one of the most famed theologians in all of Iranian history. 
Most famously, Mulla Sadra was very well versed in the writing of the famed Andalusian Sufi Ibn 
Arabi, and adopted Ibn-Arabi's insan-e kamel (perfected man) and wahdat ol-wujud (unity of 
existence)77, as major interests, synthesizing them with other schools of thought, such as those of 
the Illuminationists (hikmat-e eshraq) and Twelver jurisprudence.78 
What explains this seeming contradiction? In other words, why would the Safavid 
authorities condone and act as patron for the mystically-oriented works of the School of Isfahan 
but strongly condemn and quell Sufi Orders? The answer lies in the fact that the actual theological 
orientation of the Sufis was not the primary concern, mainly the fact that organized collectives of 
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the Sufis posed a threat to the sovereignty of the Safavids, a threat which was not entirely 
unfounded.79 
To distinguish between the two groups then, what happened was that the category of 
“erfan" (mystical knowledge) largely replaced that of "Sufi-gari. (Sufism), all the while 
perpetuating the study and advocacy of many of the same themes. Despite the obvious common 
grounds, so clear was the bifurcation between 'efan and Sufi-gari in that era that Mulla Sadra 
himself wrote a treatise against Sufism, whereupon he railed against the wandering, drug taking 
dervishes who begged for alms— largely the only self-identified Sufis who remained in Iran at the 
time. 
Certainly, this is only the most cursory of overviews of a complex genealogy of the terms 
'efan, tassavuf,and Sufi-gar80i6 For our purposes, however, what I wish to emphasize here is that, 1) 
within the Iranian context, not only does the word mysticism (tassavuf, 'efan) exist at times as a 
separate and distinct category from Sufism, but 2) Sufism's critics would contend that Sufism is 
also distinct from mysticism/'efan/tassavuf (a criticism that the Sufis themselves would 
vehemently deny). This is not to say that Sufism in Iran has been routinely and categorically 
condemned since the sixteenth century Safavid era; far from it. It is merely to say that, due to this 
religio-political maneuver of the Safavids, there has been the opportunity to create sharp 
distinctions between the categories of 'erfan, tassavuf ,and Sufi-gan, which may not have 
otherwise existed from a theological standpoint. For this reason, the Shi'i sm of Iran is infused 
with mystical knowledge ( 'efan), but not Sufism (Sufi-gari). 
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This politically motivated bifurcation of these theological categories has imparted a legacy 
that remains today. Namely, while the term "Sufism" is far from taboo, and sometimes studied as 
a topic of inquiry, it has come to mean something much more specific than the far-reaching " 
erfan," which is term known by most literate peoples, even if understood as referring to a specific 
literary tradition. For while, as discussed earlier, for the mystics themselves the word Sufism 
means exactly gnosis, connotes the "spiritual path," for those outside of mystical circles it is first 
and foremost the name of a sect, an organized grouping of individuals, all that is 
Currently, the specialization in ‘erfan is offered at the vast majority of both the religious 
seminaries (hawza) and universities in Iran today, where all the major schools possess a 
concentration or "major" in exactly that. Ultimately, from a theological perspective, mysticism in 
its tassavuf/ 'efan form, is understood to be a serious topic of study and, with the exception of a 
few prominent clerics,81 is not condemned in and of itself. Indeed, Ayatollah Mohammad Taghi 
Mesbah Yazdi, member of the Assembly of Experts and often purported to be one of the most 
"hardline" and conversative clerics, has written on erfan82. Sufism too, is a topic of inquiry, 
although usually from a historiographical perspective. Again, the championing of "erfan" does 
not necessarily equate the condemnation of Sufism, merely its diminishing and hence, the 
vulnerability that such diminishing allows. 
In the meantime, the interest in tassavuf/erfan and the perpetuation of its themes in the 
seminaries and society at large continues undaunted and has continued to attract many students 
since the time when Shi'i sm became the state religion of Iran. In fact, perhaps one of its most 
famous adherents came at the early part of the twentieth century: Ayatollah Khomeini himself. 
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The Gnostic as Rahbar (Supreme Leader) 
Ruhohallah Khomeini, began his studies in mysticism while a seminary student, initially 
under the tutelage of Mirza Ali Yazdi (d.1926), who was himself a student of Husayn Sabzavari, 
the author of Shahr-I Mazuma, one of the most foundational texts on gnosis in Shi'i sm. His 
primary teacher, however, was Muhammad Ali Shahabadi (d. 1344/1950) under whose 
instruction he studied erfan for six years. As Hamid Algar notes, Shahabadi initially denied 
Khomeini's request to work with him, and instructed him to study the more rationally-oriented 
Islamic philosophy (hikmat) instead, but so insist was Khomeini on studying erfan that he 
managed to convince his teacher.83 
In Alexander Knysh's excellent "' 'erfan Revisited: Khomeini and the Legacy of Islamic 
Mystical Philosophy,”84 he conducts a close reading of some of Khomeini's earlier writings on 
mysticism. He was primarily an acolyte of Mulla Sadra, the Safavid era "Non-mystic", and his 
work Kitab al-asfar, (Book of Journeys), which is Sadra's account of the four stages of mystical 
wayfaring, which tracks the movements and oscillations between self, God, and world. What is 
note-worthy about this is that the final stage marks the enlightened self traveling from "man to 
man, bestowing on his community a new dispensation of spiritual and moral order."85 Khomeini 
studies also highlight is interest in one aspect of the Andalusian Sufi Ibn Arabi's "ideal man", 
(ensan-e kamel) whereupon a religious leader leads a community of believers. 
In addition to his studies, Khomeini eventually wrote his own mystical treatise entitled 
"The lamp showing the right way to viceregency and sainthood" ("Misbah al-hidaya ila al-khilafa 
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wa al- wilaya86 in 1930 which remarked upon the supremecy of the gnostics: "In contrast to them 
[the theologians],, the gnostic (arif), unveiling the divine one (elah)...is possessor of both eyes" 
His interest in Sufism continued in his teaching position in the seminary at Qom, and it was for his 
teaching in mysticism and ethics for which he first drew attention.87 In addition, at the time, and 
even after he had assumed the position of supreme leader (rahbar), he famously always lived 
simply, eschewing luxury and living in a modest home until his death, perhaps embracing the 
ascetic life espoused by certain Sufis. 
And while Khomeini's interest in mysticism was eventually overshadowed by his political 
activism, he never once disavowed his early teachings and writings, nor did he dismiss them as the 
misguided interests of a young man. In fact, he himself personally granted explicit permission for 
his supercommentaries and treatises on mysticism to be published in the 1980s after his rise to 
power.88 Finally, it is of great significance to note that Khomeini also made reference to a 
Nimatullahi Gonabadi quotb, Mulla Sultan Ali, during a series of televised lectures on Surat 
al-Fatiha89 , the opening chapter of the Quran. 90  He mentions him during his first lecture, 
"Everything is a Name of God," when he speaks of "mystics" who wrote well on the chapter, as 
well as clerics (ulama) who also did a good job, but that none represent a "complete 
interpretation." In essence, he uses the examples of these two categories of thinks—along with 
several others—to relay the point that a complete interpretation of the Quran is nearly impossible, 
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and that even in his own interpretation within the lecture series is "based on possibility, not 
certainty.91" 
As such, I have wished briefly to touch upon Khomeini's interest in and embrace of 'efan to 
highlight the ways in which mysticism and Iranian Twelver Shi'i sm are not only not oppositional 
to one another, where to declare one the "heterodox" counterpart to the "orthodox other" is a gross 
simplification of matters, but that they are in fact deeply intertwined. So much so that the 
Khomeini's interpretation of velayat-e faqih (guardianship of the jurist), one of the founding 
principles of the Iranian Revolution, and previously a minor concept used as a means to assume 
the care of orphans, is said to bear traces of Sufi concepts like the "perfected man" (ensan-e 
kamel). 
The History of the Nimatullahi Order 
With this understanding of the conflicted history of the category of 'efan, we might turn 
our attention to the history of the Nimatullahi Order. In this way, we may see how the bifurcations 
of 'efan translated into the socio-political sphere beyond the Safavid era. 
The Nimatullahi Sufi Order was founded by Shah Nimatullahi Vali (d. 1431), at the turn of 
the fifteenth century AD92. Born in Aleppo in 1330/731 HA to a Syrian father and Iranian mother, 
he left his hometown while still a youth and spent many years travelling throughout the Muslim 
world in search of a spiritual teacher. Finally, he encountered Sheikh Abdollah Yafe'I in Mecca, 
and proceeded to study with him for a period of seven years. Following this period of instruction, 
Shah Nimatullah began his second round of travels, now in the role of teacher and guide, rather 
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than "thirsty seeker."93  His travels took him through Egypt, Central Asia, and then to Samarkand. 
He initially wished to cease his travels and stay in Samarkand but its ruler Tamerlane forced him 
to continue on his journey, not being "appreciative" of his teachings. He continued on. First to 
Herat, and then ultimately westward to Kerman, in the south-west of Iran. As the story goes that, 
after politely refusing offers of residence bestowed upon him Sultans and great men of learning, 
he chose to stay in Kerman at the bequest of an old beggar woman, who served him bread and 
yogurt and asked him to stay. At her request, there he remained for the rest of his long life. Once in 
Kerman, Shah Nimatullah received hundreds of disciples who traveled from lands as far away as 
India and Andalucia to study with him. He was a prolific writer, and it was said he wrote three 
hundred compilations and treatises on scientific, Gnostic and literature in the Farsi and Arabic 
languages. the composer of his own collection of poetry (divan), he was primarily interested in the 
works of Ibn Arabi, in particular Arabi's Bezels of Wisdom (Fuzus al-Hikam). After living to be 
over a hundred years old, Shah Nimatullah died in 1430 and was buried in the small town of 
Mahan, about thirty five kilometers from Kerman. An elaborate tomb was erected by the ruler 
Ahmed I Vali in the years immediately following Shah Nimatullah's passing; today it remains a 
highly popular pilgrimage site for the Nimatullahi Order. 
Following the passing of Shah Nimatullah, his son Shah Khalilullah succeded him as the 
quotb of the order. At this time, as was previously discussed, the Safavids were beginning to 
consolidate their power in Iran, and subsequently to expel any potential rival factions. In order to 
avoid this possible threat against them, Shah Khalilullah moved the entire order to Bidar, India 
following the invitation of the Sultan of Bidar, Ahmed Shah Al Wali Bahamani, who had been a 
follower of Shah Nimatullah while he was alive. The majority of the order would continue to stay 
                                            




in India for nearly another three hundred years, until the disintegration of the powers of the 
Safavid Dynasty left a power vacuum, as well as the opportunity to return. 
The Qajar Era 
The return of the Nimatullahi Order from Bidar to Iran marks the beginning of the current 
instantiation of the Order and the revival of organized Sufism in Iran as a whole. As the Safavid 
dynasty fell into disarray, their state-approved ulama no longer held a exclusivity over the 
positions of spiritual authority, and what followed was a period of contestation and vying for 
power amongst the clergy. Indeed, with the advent of the Qajar Dynasty (1785 — 1925), came a 
time of weakened centralized state power, resulting in the flourishing of locally based spiritual 
leaders and jurists throughout Iran, including various Sufi sheikhs. Amongst them of course, was 
the Nimatullahi Order, whose number swelled during this time. Indeed, so popular did they prove 
in certain regions, that the governor of Kerman vastly expanded the shrine of Shah Nimatullahi at 
this time. 
This is not to say that there were not challenges involved in their initial return. Most 
significantly, it was also at this time that the Order first declared itself to be a Shi'i order, largely in 
order to comply with the reigning Shi'i ulama.94 Indeed, the return of the Nimatullahi Order to Iran 
was largely the result of the efforts of three men: Husayn Ali Shah, Majdhub Ali Shah, and Mast 
'Ali Shah, who were able to carefully maneuver the theologico-political landscape at the time. 
Husayn Ali Shah, in particular, was very strategic in this regard, and extremely mindful in 
even disclosing his identity as a Sufi quotb. He was in fact a trained jurist, having studied in the 
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seminaries of Isfahan, and wore the robes of his fellow clergy, thereby appearing 
indistinguishable from the rest of then. His primary goal was to distinguish the Nimatullahi Order 
from the wandering, "libertine" Nimatullahi dervishes who had remained in Iran, and in a sense to 
reestablished the Order’s reputation as a "legitimate" and respectable Order. His major treatise 
was a defense of Shi'i theology in response to a Christian missionary named Henry Martyn.95 
Ultimately, while his philosophical writings were limited, his main legacy was the re-introduction 
of the Nimatullahi Order to the seminaries of Iran. 
His successor Majdhub Ali Shah was, in contrast, a hugely prolific writer who expounded 
explicitly Sufi ideas with much more conviction, while at the same time arguing that such 
mystical ideals were resolutely Shi'i as well. Trained in the seminary sciences, Majdhub Ali 
Shah's greatest contribution was positioning Sufism as a legitimate topic of debate within the 
seminary systems, holding his own against attacks from vehemently anti-Sufi clerics like Aqa 
Muhammad Ali Behbehani.96 In addition to this, it was under his rule that the ranks of the 
Nimatulalhi Order greatly increased, due in large part not only to his scholarship and leadership, 
but to the decrease in tension between the political authorities and the Sufis as a whole at the 
time97. Indeed, throughout Iran, there were Sufis who were now under the protection of local 
Qajar leaders, even "sharing them" at times with rival jurists or even other Sufis.98 
The final most influential quotb from that era was known as Mast Ali Shah. Mast Ali Shah 
differentiated himself from his predecessors in two ways: 1) he was not a jurist, nor had he 
received much seminary training at all, and 2) he travelled extensively during his life, spending 
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some thirty years in India, Turkey, and Kurdish regions, speaking with many sheikhs and sages of 
various religions and creeds99. As a result, most of his writings are in fact travelogues (siyahat 
name), rather than treatises 100 . As such, while on the one hand he was known for his 
open-mindedness, given his conversations with disparate groups of people throughout the world, 
in Iran he was often critical of the Shi'i jurists and "exterior sciences," declaring that any scholar 
who disregarded "interior Shi'i sm", i.e. Sufism, was not fit to be a leader on the path101. As an 
outcome of these public declaration, he perhaps unsurprisingly faced much more persecution than 
his predecessors, given his vocal criticism of the Shi'i authorities. 
Ultimately, the Qajar era marked the time when Sufi Orders were in the most direct 
conversation and at time heated debate with the Shi'i ulama. In addition, given the decentralized 
nature of the Qajar state, there were at times Sufis closely aligned with local leaders, as in the 
instance of Kerman and other regions - in one instance, so much so that an Order was given the 
title of the "peacock order" or "gnostics of the peacock" (tavus-ol urafa), with the peacock being 
the symbol of the monarchy.102 Following this era, however, never again would the Sufis be so 
deeply engaged with both state and clerical power, at least in this explicit fashion. Finally, as a 
result of the localized nature of Sufi practice at the time, the Nimatullahi Order fractured in many 
different subsets, resulting in the dozen or so orders whom all claim lineage today. 
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Twentieth Century: Pahlavi Regime 
 
The dawn of the twentieth century was the time that Iran emerged as a modern-nation state, 
following the Constitutional Revolution (1905-11), and the rise to power of the military 
commander Reza Shah Pahlavi (1921- 1941). Given the consolidation of power at the hands of the 
Pahlavi Dynasty, as well as the establishment of Parliament, the Nimatullahi Sufis largely 
retreated from openly engaging with political life, as many of their previous benefactors were no 
longer in power. In addition, the influence of Reza Shah's dismantling of the Shi'i clergy's 
religious institutions undoubtedly proved a motivating factor in stepping away from engaging in 
the public sphere in an organized and deliberate fashion. This is not to say that they were not 
involved and in dialogue with figures of social and political authority, but merely that this was 
done on a much more individualized level. As such, the Orders became more self-contained and 
structured at this time. 
Given the scope of this project, I will highlight only a few instances that were key to the 
development of the Nimatullahi Order during the Reza Shah era. The first being the 
re-organization of the system of Sufi practice. Essentially, the Nimatullahis partially drew away 
with the master- disciple/teacher-student (pir-murid) structure at this time, whereupon most 
initiatives were students, leaving a less formal (rasmi) format in its place. In addition, under the 
leadership of the qotb Saleh Alishah (1891-1966), the Order increased in number and reputation, 
drawing not only more followers but also more patrons with them, as several members of the local 
aristocracy were also said to have joined. They were said to number around 40,000,103 a huge 
number at the time. With a large increase in funds, they initiated a number of public works project, 
especially in the small city of Gonabad, where the Order had a large following. These works 
                                            




included the founding of a library, the Ketabkhane-ye Sotlani, a hospital, an adult literacy and 
education program, and the construction of water canals (qanats).104 
This increase in size and public activity did not go unnoticed, attracting the attention than 
none other than the monarch himself. According to my interlocutors, while Reza Shah was not 
antagonistic to the Sufis initially, he became suspicious after they had grown substantially in 
popularity. The Minister of Culture, Ali Asghar Hekmat, paid an official visit to the Order to 
ensure that they were not "smoking opium and bribing judges.”105 Upon the reassurance that they 
were not engaged in illicit activites, Reza Shah demanded a text outlining the basic tenets of the 
Nimatulalhis. 
What resulted was Saleh's Advice (Pand-e Saleh) which remains to this day one of the 
foundational texts of the Order. If you enter into any library or bookstore of a Nimatullahi meeting 
place (khaneqah) and say that you know nothing of mysticism but wish to learn, this is one of two 
texts they will hand to you. Saleh's Advice has been translated into various languages and, as will 
be further elaborated upon in Chapter Two, is available for free online. It is significant to note then, 
that one of the most widely-read writings by an Iranian Sufi in the twentieth century came into 
being as a result of the state's inquiry into contemporary mysticism. 
Despite Reza Shah's comparatively lenient view towards mystical orders, there were many 
intellectual and clerics at this time who denounced Sufism vehemently, describing it as antithetical 
to the project of modernism. The most vocal and vociferous of these critics was of course the 
public intellectual Ahmad Kasravi who, in his texts entitled simply Sufism and Shi'i sm, decried 
both modes of Islamic thought and their "evil teachings," which promoted factionalism rather than 
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a strong centralized state. 106 Certain other intellectual and writers at the time, including Sadeq 
Hedayet, Ali Dasti, Tariq Arani, also looked down upon Sufism more for what they called its 
anti-social behavior and charlatanism, and considering more those begging dervishes than 
organized Orders. Within the clerical establishment, Ayatollah Seyyed Hossein Borujerdi was 
perhaps the most vocal opponent to both Sufism and 'erfan. 
At this time, there were of course other Sufi Orders active within Iran—including others 
who claimed Nimatullahi lineage—and a number of these remained more immediately involved 
with the monarchy, especially during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah, the son and successor of 
Reza Shah. In particular, the Safiali shahi claimed the interest of Mohammad Reza Shah's younger 
brother Ali-Reza, and his twin sister Princess Ashraf was instrumental in the opening of a meeting 
place (khaneqah) for the Zahir od-Dowle Order. 107  Finally, the Queen of Iran, Empress 
(Shahbanou) Farah Diba, who spent vast amount of royal funds promoting arts, literature, and 
cultural heritage projects throughout the country108, funded the Imperial Iranian Academy of 
Philosophy, headed by the philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr and the famed orientalist Henry 
Corbin, both of whom championed a Sufi-heavy, quietist form of Shi'i Islam.109 
Despite these instances of royal interest in mysticism, the Nimatullahi Order remained 
largely free of royal patronage, and essentially operated as a self-contained entity within the larger 
civil society, surviving from the financial contribution of its members, both rich and poor. Indeed, 
perhaps the Order’s greatest influence came in the form of its travels by members to India, 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan, visiting with other Sufi orders. As such, it remained exterior to the 
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reigning political authorities and disinterested in public debates until late 1968, with the 
publication of a particular treatise by the current quotb of the Order, Reza Ali Shah. 
In what was been described to me as a "sudden gesture," Reza Ali Shah began to publicly 
criticize the government of the shah in the late nineteen sixties. Most significantly, at the 1968 
International Conference on Human Rights in Tehran, which was presided over by the Shah's twin 
sister, Princess Ashraf, he presented a paper entitle "Religious Perspectives on the Human Rights 
Declaration." In this paper, he not only criticized the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as 
failing to meets its goal, but in particular criticized its lack of Islamic values, saying they had been 
diluted by the "politics of strangers110," the disregard for religious holidays in Iran, divorce law, 
the prevalence of indulgence in substances, and, most strikingly, the influence of Westernization 
or, as was the popular term at the time, Westoxification" (gharbzadegi).111 Needless to say, it was 
unequivocally the most political and the most oppositional text written by a Nimatullahi Sufi in 
decades, and placed the Order firmly in the position of supports of Khomeini and his compatriots. 
As the Nimatullahi continued to have sheikhs in their ranks who were also trained jurists, or at 
least those who spent time in the seminary, there is no doubt that the Order's elders were well 
aware of the debates that were happening at the time. More significantly, it has been reported that 
Reza Ali Shah sent Khomeini a congrulatory letter upon his release from prizon in 1964,112 and, as 
the current Quotb relayed to me, there was a brief meeting between Reza Ali Shah and Khomeini 
himself in 1978. 
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Despite Reza Ali Shah's writings on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and his 
personal overtures to Khomeini, the Sufis assert that they have never maintained an interest in the 
political realm. Indeed, when asked about further involvement with the Islamic Revolution, I was 
given no further information, no was I able to locate any such documents in my research. Indeed, 
what was made very clear to me and what I wish to emphasize here is that the Nimatullahi Order 




Sufism in the Islamic Republic 
During, and immediately following the Islamic Revolution (1977-79), the Sufis continued 
to meet throughout Iran, although in more sporadic fashion given the disruption of the events at 
the time. After the establishment of the Islamic Republic, the Nimatullahi Order were able to 
largely carry out their activities undisturbed, given their ties to Khomeini and the regime. In 
particular, Khomeini's son Ahmad was said to have strong sympathies and ties for the Order. 
The prime example of anti-Sufi activity occurred on the night of November 30, 1979, some 
eight months after the passing of a referendum establishing an Islamic Republic, when the primary 
Sufi meeting place (khaneqah) the Ali Suleiymani Mosque in Tehran, was set fire in what was 
perceived to be an act of arson. 113 The mosque was eventually rebuilt, but the Sufis are reluctant 
to talk about the incident. Van den Bos expresses a similar sentiment in his research surrounding 
the incident, noting that: "Although I have been unable to ascertain the real course of events, the 
fact that.. .silence was melancholic in resignation, deliberately not angry, excludes the reading that 
has the rhetoric of silence, in any power context, as a token of resistance."114 
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There were reports of events in other areas of the country, and in particular in Gonabad, 
where local para-military (basij) groups had accused the local Order of not having pledged 
allegiance to Khomeini and the government of the Islamic Republic. In actuality, Reza Ali Shah 
had in fact cemented his ties with Khomeini, and other sheikhs and prominent elders attempted to 
further demonstrate their allegiance by attending the funerals and mourning sessions of key 
members of Khomeini's circle and administration.115 In addition, the names of the Sufi meeting 
place, khaneqah, was changed to "hosseiniyeh" or "place of Hossein," referring to the third Shi'i 
Imam, therein making very explicit their status as a Shi'i Order. 
 
 
Lack of Legal Clarity 
Despite these affiliations and attempts at ingratiation, however, the fact remains that 
within the Islamic Republic there is no official policy towards Sufism or mysticism as a whole, as 
so they remain neither condemned nor condoned by the state. 
The ambiguity of their status is made all the more noteworthy as the Constitution of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran does in fact lay out specific guidelines regarding the status of religious 
minorities within Iran in Article 13. In its entirety, it states the following: "Zoroastrian, Jewish, 
and Christian Iranians are the only recognized religious minorities, who, within the limits of the 
law, are free to perform their religious rites and ceremonies, and to act according to their own 
canon in matters of personal affairs and religious education," 116  therein affirming both the 
recognition nature of these groups as well as the rights accorded with such a standing.117 The term 
                                            
 
115 Given the number of assassinations that occurred in the years following the revolution, there 
were unfortunately plenty of opportunities for such activities, see Dabashi 1993, Keddie 2006. 
116 Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Article 13, Section 1 "General Principles." 
 
117 Despite this legal recognition, these groups have at times faced difficulties, especially in 




"only" here is perhaps a bit misleading, as non-Shi'i Ja'afari Muslims118 are also afforded formal 
recognition. Specifically, it is laid out in the previous Article 12: 
The official religion of Iran is Islam and the Twelver Ja'fari school [in usual al-Din and fiqh], and 
this principle will remain eternally immutable. Other Islamic schools, including the Hanafi, Shafi'i, 
Maliki, Hanbali, and Zaydi, are to be accorded full respect, and their followers are free to act in 
accordance with their own jurisprudence in performing their religious rites. These schools enjoy 
official status in matters pertaining to religious education, affairs of personal status.. .and related 
litigation in courts of law. In regions of the country where Muslims following any one of these 
schools of fiqh constitute the majority, local regulations, within the bounds of the jurisdiction of 
local councils, are to be in accordance with the respective school of fiqh [jurisprudence], without 
infringing upon the rights of the followers of other schools.119 
Thus, we see mentioned not only affirming the position of other Islamic schools of thought, but 
that "local regulations" must be carried out in regulation with the appropriate jurisprudence (fiqh). 
The other group who might bear comparison is that of the Bahai'is, another Islamic minority group 
who go also unmentioned in the constitution. Unlike the Sufis, however, the Baha'is have faced 
consistent oppressive measures against them since the inception of the Islamic Republic,120 a fact 
which is said to be due to their association with British imperialist forces121 as well as their more 
"radical" ideas of their founder as portrayed a form of messianic figure. Moreover, within 
founding documents of the Islamic Republic there exist myriad examples of the negative opinion 
by state officials of the Bahai's, while no such comparative paperwork regarding Sufism is said to 
exist at all.122 
                                            
 
118 The Twelver Ja'fari school, the official religion of Iran, is a form of Shi'i Islam. It is so named due to its 
recognition of the twelve Imams, whom claim lineage to Imam Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet 
Muhammad, and referes to the influential sixth Imam, Jafar al-Sadeq. 
119 Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Article 12, Section 1 "General Principles." 
 
120 Momen and Smith 1983. 
 
121 Tavakoli-Targhi 2008; Keddie 2006. Others have refuted these claims: Momen 2004. 
 




As there exists no litigation currently in place or any active campaign on the part of the 
Sufis to achieve some form of formal recognition, it would be unfair to say even that they exist in 
a state of limbo, as such a state suggests a form of waiting and anticipation. To be in limbo implies 
that there was another end-point that should have been reached, but one is instead caught in a 
space that was always meant to be transitory, and hence the increasing discomfort for those whose 
stay in such spaces grows increasingly difficult the longer they occupy it. As the experience of the 
transitory undergoes its unnatural metamorphosis into that of permanence, those in limbo become 
increasingly uneasy in their experience of waiting, as if watching time being held hostage. In 
contrast, there is no anticipatory feeling amongst the Sufis, as theirs is not a problem with an 
explicit temporal dimension. Indeed, the question of their legal recognition is not even being 
specifically addressed but is rather being evaded. 
One might suggest at this point, however, that evaded is perhaps too strong a term, given 
their ability to practice relatively freely. Indeed, since the Islamic Revolution perhaps the biggest 
obstacle they faced came in the forms of publication and circulations of texts and sermons. 
Essentially, when one became too popular, someone from the Ministry of Culture (Ershad) would 
intervene, bestowing a strongly worded, cease and desist letter in the form of a human messenger. 
In the past five years, however, there has been an unfortunate and noted increase of the 
harassment of Sufi Orders by local governments, primarily in the form of the closure of or 
"discouragement" of large meetings. As such, the Sufis' disavowed disinterested in asserting 
themselves in the socio-political sphere has been tested as of late, and has caused, if nothing else, 
more particular strategizing. 
Before discussing these incidents, however, at this point I would like to go into more detail 
about the current routines, rituals, and manners of Nimatullahi Sufi Order in Iran today. In this 




through the lens of the larger of socio-political realm but also as their own more self-contained and 
autonomous entity. 
Current Practices: Meetings and Habits 
On holidays, the meeting space (khanegha) is always more crowded, as devotees from out 
of town use the opportunity to come to see the quotb, and today is no exception. At 6am, a handful 
of men and women, those who are more "active in the organization," will come and open the doors, 
give the space a quick cleaning, dusting out carpets and setting out a few chairs, and brew tea and 
arrange dates or pastries to distribute. The crowds begin to gather around 645am with the quotb 
scheduled to speak at 730. 
The meeting place is a two-story house on a quiet, tree-lined street in an upper middle class 
suburban neighborhood in North Tehran. Originally a residential property, the house has been 
used by the Sufis for about fifteen years and is still a privately-owned property with the deed in the 
name of one of the prominent families of the order.123 As people file in, several men stand outside 
and keep guard, on the look-out for any "government-types" (yeki az dolat) or "busy-bodies" 
(/oo^ool) they say. 124 Upon entering, women are handed a chador, although most are already 
                                            
123 The practice of using residential spaces for religious ceremonies organized by lay people, without the 
help of any official channels or clergyman, is extremely common among Iranians and is certainly not 
exclusive to Sufis. It is more often used for azadari, (mourning or lamentation), or roozekhaneh (literally 
house of prayer). Typically, it is owned by a person of some wealth, one is who able to afford an extra 
house or apartment, and then is used by a wide network of family and friends. In certain instances, the 
house that children may inherit from parents may be used for mahdaviye. More often than not, however, 
these ceremonies are simply held in people's own homes, the complaints of neighbors notwithstanding. 
The name, madhadviye, is derived from the name of the twelth and final Imam, Imam Mehdi, so that it 
means literally "place of Mehdi." 
 
124 The word "foozpol" translates as both adjective and noun, "nosy" and "busy-body," usually indicating 
a harmless, if irritating, person. Sometimes, however, as in the usage here, it is meant to suggest 
something a bit more sinister, an individual who may report any sort of activity they may deem 
suspicious to a wide array of authorities, most likely the Ershad or Komiteh, both official policing bodies 




wearing them. These are not the typical sweeping, black variety, however, but colorful and 
lightweight, thin cotton sheets ranging in colors from pink to brown, with small polka dots or 
intricate floral patterns. As the case with all mahdaviyes, the space is gender segregated: with the 
women upstairs and the men on the first floor. The darvish find seats on the floor, older folks 
sitting in chairs or against the wall, and the rooms fill up quickly. 
A warm day in early autumn, the temperature rises as more and more pack into the space. 
Sure-footed servers step gingerly between the people, balancing trays, bending down to offer their 
teas and sweets, navigating the crowded room and forming crooked paths as they weave around 
the seated faithful. Their smiles break the atmosphere of serious anticipation. Most enter quietly, 
often with a companion or two, although occasionally people will recognize one another, quickly 
stringing together a number of salutations: 
"Salam, how are you? Are you well? God willing everything is well." 
No one ever waits for an answer. A few, however, stand and greet each other with a special 
handshake, unique to the Sufi order, involving clasping and kissing of the hands. If you wish to 
submit a question to the quotb too, you must speak with one of these women who has clearly 
mastered the handshake. 
This session (jalase) is be comprised of two components: first, the quotb will deliver a 
sermon that will last for twenty or thirty minutes. Following this, he will privately read a number 
of questions that have been written down on paper. He will then respond to the mens' questions, 
staying downstairs amongst the men while the women listen to his responses upstairs. The men 
will then leave and go outside the building, and all the women will come downstairs and he will 




In order to submit a question, one must write it down and seal it in an envelope. Outside the 
envelope, a particular line of poetry must be written in order for the question to be accepted125. In 
addition, the questions must also be written in the proper format, meaning it must be clearly 
directed to the quotb and possess the proper honorifics before his name. If one is illiterate, he or 
she must speak to one of the helpers before the session. Usually, there are no more than a dozen 
questions submitted in one session. 
But first: the sermon. By now the room is so densely packed that the floor is no longer 
visible, people perched on windows and standing in the doorway. A stereo system has been set up 
so that the quotb speaks into a microphone, amplifying his frail voice and broadcasting to both 
upstairs and downstairs. The men stand as he enters, but quickly sit down. The women know it is 
about to begin from the noise coming from downstairs, sounds of shuffling and shifting around, 
punctuated by the cries of "ya Ali!" and "ya Hazrat Agha126!" 
He begins the sermon. His speaking quickly reveals a person of an advanced age, a rasping 
voice that breaks and is often strained, a sound creased with (auditory?) wrinkles, he occasionally 
draws long breaths as if coming up for air. And so the fragility of his voice offers not a stern 
authoritarianism, but a gentle earnestness, as if he has run a long way to tell you something, and 
needs to tell you no matter how exhausted. Still, despite the tired quality of his voice, the assured 
and measured cadence of the speech is undeniable. He speaks extemporaneously, a storyteller of 
the highest order, weaving together the central themes of his sermon with narratives of sheikhs 
long gone, excerpts of mystical poetry, and passages (ayas) from the Qur'an. The tone is 
                                            
125 I was asked not to reveal this line. In decades past, the particular quatrain had changed week to week, 
but it became too complicated. 
126 This is the honorific most commonly used to address the spiritual leader. The word hazrat, Arabic 
for presence, is used often in reference to the twelve imams, i.e. Hazrat Zahra, and other holy figures. 





pedagogical, stead and leading, his speech peppered with questions and delivered in simple 
colloquial language so that all may be able to comprehend. And, again the voice, so fragile as to 
give it an air of vulnerability, 
As he speaks, a handful of women begin to cry. While some do so quietly, tears rolling 
silently down their faces as they rock back and forth, others end up sobbing loudly by the sermon's 
end, their shoulders shaking up and down as even their bodies are taken by grief. This outpouring 
of deep emotion is typical of Sufi gatherings: regardless of the content of the sermon, although 
perhaps more so when tragic stories are recounted during holidays of mourning, when people will 
begin to cry. Perhaps they are mourning some tragedy in their lives, perhaps they are moved by the 
words of the spiritual leader (pir), or even just his presence, perhaps they have gone into hal; 
whatever the reason, it is not unusual to do so. 127 
After the quotb concludes, everyone recites the salavat out loud. There is some shuffling 
about, and a brief pause of several minutes. Downstairs, he is reading the men's questions, silently, 
and to himself. After he is done, he begins again. 
He still speaks with the microphone so that the women may listen upstairs. The questions 
are answered in the form of another sermon, the various inquiries and appeals for advice blended 
in a seamless act of oration, as though reading a monologue. Even though the rest of the darvish 
have not read the questions, it is not difficult to discern the topics that are being addressed by the 
quotbs response. Inquiries about college admittance, performance on exams, health and healing, 
and a romantic inquiry are all addressed. When he concludes, the names of those whose questions 
were not addressed are read, and they are instructed to come to a more private meeting to be held 
later in the week, at a similarly early hour. 
                                            




Following this, it is the women's turn. The men leave the house to clear out room for the 
women to come downstairs, where the quotb remains seated. Having all the occupants of the 
densely crowded slowly make their way down the narrow stair, only to move re-file into the 
downstairs, takes time. People both stand and sit here, knowing they will spend less time here, and 
they arrange themselves messily. Some women complain about not being able to see, others speak 
in harsh tones to one another, a third intervnes: this is not a place for fighting. Crying continues. 
The quotb is seated on a sturdy armchair in the front of the room. His hair is thick and 
white as snow, he wears a robe (abeh) but not a turban (ammameh)128. After the quotb has finished 
addressing the womens' questions, those whose inquiriesunanswered directed to come to another 
meeting, he slowly gets up to leave, leaning first forward before pulling himself up. 
The women begin to get excited, and reach out to touch him, even as they part ways to 
clear a path for him. Suddenly people convene quickly around the chair, crowding around, 
dragging their hands across it as if to feel the presence he has left behind, others grab bits and 
pieces he has had with him—a tissue is pocketed, as is a napkin and the plastic tea cup. Others roll 
their eyes at this activity. There are muffled sobs now, others praying furtively under their breath, 
wishing good health and good fortune for the elderly holy man, watching as he holds his thin cloak 
around him as he makes his way out, as slowly as he came in. 
The Gonabadi Sufis in Tehran meet several times a week most weeks of the year; on 
Sundays for sermons and questions at the madhaviye, on Tuesday the men will meet individually 
in a more informal setting for questions, on Wednesday the women will have a similar gathering, 
and on Fridays there are the group prayers led by the quotb at the largest meeting place (khaneqah, 
                                            
128 This is significant as it marks a distinction from the dress of the clerical establishment, who wear both 
the brown robe as well as the turban to mark their clerical status. Tellingly, the Sufi sheikhs and pirs have 




or hosseiniyeh) in Tehran, the Amir Suleiymani Hosseiniye, in the centrally located neighborhood 
of Park-e Shahr. 
 
Hierarchy and Organization 
There is a distinct hierarchy within the Sufi Order, with a specific set of qualifications for 
each level. At the highest level, there is the quotb. There is only one quotb at a time for each order, 
with a demanding set of requirements, to be discussed later. Beneath the quotb, there is the rank of 
sheikh. The qualifications of the sheikh are as follows: 1) At least ten years of experience as a 
darvish, 2) an "intimate understanding" of the "mysteries of spiritual poverty and the intimations 
of Love", 3) great capacity as a teacher and spiritual guide, and 4) possess the characteristics of the 
perfect person, namely virtue, generosity, self-sacrifice, and magnamity (among others). In the 
absence of the quotb, which is more often the case in cities outside of Tehran, a Shaikh is the 
highest spiritual authority in the group and will often deliver sermons, meet the spiritual needs of 
the followers, oversee the maintenance and upkeep of the Khaneqah, compose a monthly report of 
his activities relating to the order, including "his own and other dervishes' spiritual progress,”129 
submit an annual report of the state of financial affairs of the Khaneqah, and finally spend all his 
free time within the Khaneqah, whenever possible. In addition, those who wish to further their 
studies of Sufism will study under a Shaikh. Most groups profess several Shaikhs, wherein their 
ranking correlates to seniority. 
In order to become a sheikh, one must first have been appointed as a Pir-e dalil, 
"counselor" or "assistant." These appointments are made by shaikhs, oftentimes with approval by 
the quotb. In addition to being the assistant to the sheikh and possessing a deep knowledge of 
                                            




Sufism in his own right, the pir-e dalil is the disciplinarian of the Order, or as Nurbakhsh notes "If 
a dervish acts contrary to the rules of the Khaniqah, he is to be reprimanded by the Pir-e dalil. The 
Sufis know that the admonishing by the Pir-e dalil is as necessary as the consoling by the sheikh. 
These admonitions (tanbih: literally "awakening") are to train the dervish so that he will not form 
a careless and inattentive attitude130." The Pir-e dalil is also responsible for organizing all Sufi 
gatherings, overseeing the day to day needs of the Khaneqah, and ensuring that all dervishes 
adhere to the rules of the Order. Furthermore, as anyone wishing to become initiated into the order 
must first speak with the Pir-e dalil, in addition to being well versed in mystical epistemologies, 
they must be able to relay the ideas, aims, and methods of Sufism as clearly as possible. In other 
words, they offer a "basic introduction" to the spiritual path. 
Below the Pir-e dalil in rank is the doudeh-dar (literally, "dust of the door", but often 
translated as "tea-master" or "greeter"131. In order to become a doudeh-dar, one must possess 
"adequate understanding" of Sufism, have been a darvish for at least ten years, and be a virtuous 
person (namely, patient, gentle, courteous, smiling and pure-hearted). The duties of the 
doudeh-dar include greeting and making feel welcome all who come to the door of the khaneqah, 
maintaining the cleanliness and welfare of the khaneqah, and fulfilling any responsibilities as 
dictated by the Pir-e dalil or the Shaikh. 
Finally, those Sufis who "possess inner potential, sincerity, and good manners" are 
selected by the Pir-e dalil as Dervishes of Service (ahl-e khedmat), who may offer assistance 
during Sufi gatherings. Such activities include passing out tea, cookies, and helping organize 
chairs. The only requirements of the Dervishes of Service are that they be willing and eager 
themselves to accept such a position, and that they be of gentle nature. 
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The Qualifications of the Quotb 
One of the honorifics of a Sufi master (sheikh, quotb), is the title of morad, meaning 
literally "the desired one." The morad is the one who acts as the guide and teacher for the path, 
leading one on the journey to the "passing away of self in God" (fana fi'illah), or self-annihilation 
(fana). The morad goes by many names: sheikh, leader (pisha), guide (morshed), sustainer (hadi), 
fully realized, or "mature" (baleq), perfected man (insan-e kamel), mirror which reflects the 
universe, goblet which reveals the world, the great cure (alaq kabir), sublime elixir (kimia vala), 
Noah, Elias or Elijah (khezf), Soloman, elder (pir), master of the winehouse/tavern (pir-e 
maykadeh, or maykhaneh), master of the holy fire (pir-e moghan), master of the tavern of ruin 
(pir-e kharabat), and finally, axis (quotb), implying axis of the universe. 
From these names, we might infer the primary responsibilities and attributes of the master. 
One who is above all a guide, an individual characterized by spiritual perfection and the 
extinguishment of the self, able to lead his students ably upon the path. In his perfection, he has 
emptied himself and become instead a reflection of the world, full only of the divine. His ability to 
act as a conduit of transformation for his disciplines is also paramount, acting as an "elixir" and 
"intoxicant," such that they too might be able to transform themselves "away from themselves." 
Finally, his role as master of a specific place, the metaphorical wine house or holy fire, is usually 
a substitute for both the meeting place (khaneqa) as well the entire world, asserting that his 
influence extends beyond himself and his disciples and spilling out into the great world. 
The quotb is also unique in that he has undertaken the spiritual journey in two ways: 1) the 
way of the tariqat, or the order, characterized by years of study and struggle, requiring the "effort 
and will of the disciple132" under the guidance of a master. As previously seen, this is the method 
                                            




undertaken by the vast majority of darvish. 2) By being "blessed by God" to be born without an 
ego, having entered the world with one of the primary goals of Sufism fulfilled. These individuals 
are known as majzub, or "attracted," for they have been born already "attracted" to the path. To 
become a quotb, however, one must fulfill both requirements, as well as complete all stations onto 
the path of spiritual enlightenment, or as Nurbakhsh has written: "In brief, the Perfected One or 
quobt must have had a vision of the Path, travelled upon it from end to end, and come to know it 
well in order to guide others."133 
More practically, it should also be noted that although there has never been a women as 
quotb within the order's history, there exist no explicit guidelines forbidding them to do so. In 
addition, despite the resolutely Shi'i stance of the order, the chain of succession is not filial or 
familial in any way. There have been instances, however, where brothers, sons, and other male 
relations have been appointed by a standing pir, such that a family might "reign" for a number of 
years. Typically, once an appointment is made, the quobt will maintain his position for the rest of 
his life, or until his physical and mental health allows. Given the advanced age of the majority of 
the masters, however, it is not untypical for his period of spiritual leadership to be brief. 
As evidenced by my presence, the Thursday night prayers at the Khaneqah and the Sunday 
sermons are open to the public and available to one and all. There is a difference, however, 
between those who carry the official designation of "darvish" and the casual observer. It is not 
simply enough to attend the meetings and declare oneself a darvish or Sufi, one must be initiated 
into the order, and to this day there remains but one way: the official declaration (declame) of a 
sheikh or a quotb. For despite the loosening of hierarchies and the increasingly relaxed decorum 
surrounding Sufi gatherings,134 one must still receive the approval of a higher spiritual authority in 
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order to become an official member. No records are kept of either the initiated or the members as 
a whole, and so the status of these new members is only marked by an oral affirmation with no 
other documentation or designation to mark their inclusion. 
Intriguingly, there is no singular process or method that characterizes initiation: it is 
instead conducted on an entirely case-by-case basis. The initiation into the Nimatullahi Order is 
thus conceived of as a wholly individualized process, one based entirely on the sheikh's discretion. 
As a result, the necessary requirements to be fulfilled as well as the overall duration of the 
initiation period vary wildly from person to person. Speaking to those who joined since 1965 until 
the present day, there were those who were granted the title of "darvish" immediately and others 
for whom it took five, ten, fifteen, and even a single case of twenty years to gain membership. The 
average amongst those surveyed, however, was about twenty months and the average amongst 
those who had joined after 1990 was approximately one year. In addition, those whose families 
were active in the order, essentially born into a "Sufi family" (khanevadeh darvishi), took an 
average of fourteen months before 1990 and approximately one year after 1990. 
The requirements delineated by the sheikh were similarly diverse for each individual, 
ranging from the most basic declaration of faith—the reciting of the shahada—to many long years 
of great effort and struggle. Despite the highly individualized nature of the initiation process, there 
are certain activities prescribed more often than others, and they might be divided into three main 
categories: 1) demonstrating a desire to maintain an active presence within the order, 2) spiritual 
study, and 3) almsgiving (gakat) and volunteering one's time for the disadvantaged. In regards to 
the first requirement, those wishing to join the order are expected to attend all meetings regularly, 
and are highly encouraged to ask questions and submit queries to the sheikh. The second group of 
activities is much more involved and perhaps the most essential and certainly most common form 




and other mystical texts during one's own free time, afterwards bringing any inquiries or questions 
this study might provoke to the sheikh; making pilgrimage to local shrines, in order to "better 
understand the history of the chain of the order"; writing a journal (ensha), to allow a time and 
space for contemplating the activities of the day to day; and, as always, prayer. In several cases, 
more esoteric theological texts, such as the complex theological works of past Islamic and 
mystical scholars, were recommended, but most reading material was limited to the Qur'an, hadith, 
nahj-al balagha, and the medieval canon. Essentially, the study of these religious texts as well as 
all other theologically oriented activities are intended not only to deepen one's knowledge of Islam 
and Sufism, but the independent nature of this form of study—done largely without 
supervision—is advocated in order to cultivate one's "individual path." While studying in groups 
or with friends is also encouraged, as is the practice of discussing ideas/concerns with spiritual 
authority figures, the fact that one's education is largely self-directed is highly different from the 
seminary (hawza) style of study, where the entire course of instruction is deeply regimented and 
dictated to the student. Here, at the introductory level at least, one is expected to develop a 
personalized form of study, cultivating favorite authors and surahs, following those themes and 
questions to which they are most drawn. As one sheikh said, "For those who have only begun upon 
their path, the heart is essential to the first few steps. After this first few steps, the role of the 
teacher will become more clear then, even though the heart always remembers necessary." 
Furthermore, in several cases, individuals were even instructed to compose their own original 
poetry. 
In addition to the advocacy of charity or almsgiving, (zakat), some sheikhs would tell new 
members to devote their free time to aiding the poor, advocating tasks such as offering free 
childcare, buying groceries, medicine, or clothing for those in less secure financial positions as 




carried out also varied from order to order; in one group, several women independently ran a 
charity organization, so those who wished to help the poor would contact them to see how they 
might help. In another order, the khaneqah had aid programs so new members might volunteer 
there time that way. In yet other instances, people would approach the handyman who lived in 
their apartment complex, oftentimes an Afghani immigrant, and either give a gift of money or ask 
if they needed help with any of their tasks. Through these avenues and more, the new Sufis were 
able to carry out the charity work that might help them gain initiation into the order. These various 
forms of charity work were seen as essential to the "cultivation of one's inner being" due to the 
following reason: 1) to help those in need, 2) to develop into a more compassionate being, and 3) 
to begin the process of the "removal of the self from one's self." Thus, we see these instances of 
self-sacrifice as impacting both one's external and internal worlds, a confluence of self-sacrifice 
and self-interest, such that acts of altruism and compassion conducted on the social level 
ultimately culminate in an advancement of one's spiritual status. If the study of spiritual literature 
leads one to develop a deeper personal relationship with the major themes and ideas of mysticism, 
thereby affording them the knowledge of what is required of them in order to be a "good Sufi" and 
further preparing them for initiation to the order, the fulfillment of good deeds both re-inscribes 
these spiritual goals into the social realm as well as highlights the conflation of the spiritual and 
social realms. 
While there are certainly other actions or practices that may be prescribed by a sheikh, the 
carrying out of acts of charity, the study of mystical literature, and the attendance of all Sufi 
gatherings comprise the majority of requirements given to those who wish to join an order. 
Perhaps the most striking characteristic of these initiation rituals, however, remains the lack of 
any sort of formalized structure to the practice, whereupon the creation and implementation of a 




fragmented. As such, the responsibility of initiating members into the orders falls undoubtedly 
onto the sheikhs, who tailor each process to the individual. Indeed, when asked about the 
reasoning behind the highly individualized nature of the initiation process, one sheikh responded 
that: "There are as many paths as there are people." In other words, the order has implemented this 
particular style of admittance so that each individual might face the particular set of obstacles 
which the sheikh deems most imperative to their spiritual development. Essentially, just as the 
experience of Sufism and the development of one's spiritual being are seen as the most 
singularized of phenomena, so, too, are those requirements which dictate entry into the order 
highly individuated. Returning to the sheikh's statement, this quote also reveals that the path 
begins before one is admitted into an order and is officially a darvish, each person's path existing 
instead as an almost a-priori entity, one that has lain dormant, waiting to be uncovered. In this way, 
this individualized style has been constructed to be simultaneously the most effective and 
beneficial, while simultaneously proving the most challenging, route to membership within the 
Order. 
In the same vein, designing and overseeing such processes also prove challenging in and of 
themselves. The spiritual authorities give careful consideration in constructing each person's 
initiation rites, and in particular they rely on three sources in making their decisions: their own 
"heart's instinct," the individual's personal and spiritual history, and their reasons for joining the 
order. Such personal accounts and spiritual desires, which are recounted for the sheikh when one 
comes before him and asks permission to join, are thus the primary basis by which these initiation 
processes are formulated. After this initial meeting, the sheikh considers what has been said and 
the aspirant will return before the sheikh in approximately one week's time and listen to his 




return before the sheikh after an agreed upon period of time, so that his or her progress may be 
evaluated or admittance will be granted. 
But let us return to the examination of the sheikh's process in determining the needs of 
their followers. For one, oftentimes the question of balance (had)135 in the lives of the prospective 
Sufis would be considered. More specifically, the sheikhs would consider the following concerns: 
was study favored over kindness to others?; was participation and involvement in the Sufi 
community favored over the individual experience?; was spiritual desire present but practical 
devotion (i.e. attendance at meetings) absent?; and so on. By examining balance they are able to 
understand what remains comparatively unfulfilled in one's life comparatively, assessing that 
which is necessary to become a more "perfect person." In addition, one sheikh also noted how he 
listens for what is unsaid as well: "If they only mention themselves and not their family, I realize 
they are too much with themselves." Here, not only is again evidenced the importance of the 
denial of self, but a critical approach in the sheikhs’ analysis, an assessment that, essentially works 
from likening to more than what is simply said. Similarly, a person's mannerisms, "state of mind", 
"both psychological and emotional," also provide points of revelation: "Not only what they say, 
but sometimes how and in what manner they recount it." The way in which a person self-narrates 
then, proves just vital as the content of their response. Such affectations may also re-orient the 
nature of the exchange between the sheikh. For example, if a person comes before the sheikh and 
appears depressed or despondent, the sheikh may inquire about his or her current emotional state 
more than family history for example. Ultimately, however, the most imperative piece of 
                                            
135 The word "hadd" is more commonly translated as "degree" or "level." I have used the word balance 
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information the prospective darvish provides for the sheikh in his construction of his or her 
initiation path is the reason he or she wish to join the order. 
Undoubtedly, the reasons people join an order is supremely complicated and will be 
discussed at length in subsequent chapters. At this point, however, I would discuss only the 
varying motivations they offered to me by the sheikhs, with an emphasis on the ways they shaped 
their decision making process concerning initiation procedures. More specifically, the reasons the 
darvishes gave for joining an order typically fell into three groups: 1) They were part of a "Sufi 
family," meaning their parents or other family members were active in the order. This would often 
include new spouses of Sufis who wished to join.136 2) They were experiencing a spiritual or 
emotional crisis, break, or defeat (bohran or shekasti), and wished to make a change, and 3) they 
were seeking alternative forms of spiritual guidance in their lives. Let us examine these 
motivations, as well as the sheikhs' responses to them, one by one. 
Regarding the first reason, it should be noted again that these are the sheikhs' 
categorizations, and not the members themselves; only sparingly would a person declare their 
primary motivation for joining an order to be familial affiliation. However, for the spiritual 
authorities weighing a person's motivating factors, such ties were reported to be a significant 
factor in their considerations, as they weighed the question of family obligation over personal 
desire, noting that: "Certainly, one must join due to love of God, and not because of family 
obligation.  Respect for family is imperative, but one must find his own path on his own way." 
Having a family history within the order is thereby no guarantee of admittance, as the sheikhs 
wished to make clear, to both outside observers and the other mystics, that nepotism would not 
tarnish the reputation of the order. On the other hand, however, the initiation process seemed to 
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take the least time in such instances, a factor attributed to the individual's familiarity with Sufi 
doctrine, which is not an unreasonable considering that such individuals had typically attended 
meetings throughout much of their late childhood. In regards to the requirements that were 
dictated to them, a very basic set of study, prayer, and, in certain instances, charity work was 
typically proscribed, and oftentimes would be fairly standardized—meaning the same poems, the 
same surahs, and the same charity work— were prescribed. For those with deep genealogical roots 
in the order, then, the initiation process was the most standardized in terms of criteria and time. In 
contrast, the experience of those wishing to join whose motivations fall under the category of 
"crisis," whether emotional, personal, or spiritual, varied wildly. To begin, these were the only 
cases I had heard of where a person was admitted immediately. 
Finally, the last aspect of contemporary practice I wish to emphasize is their articulated 
disinterest in "interfering" or "participating" in what is designated as social affairs. To begin, 
recent quotbs identity historical precedence in the Order's disinterest in political matters, as 
relayed in the following: "During the constitutional crisis in Iran in the first decade of the 
twentieth century, when the fuqara [paupers,i.e. Sufis] asked [quotb] Hazrat Sultan 'Alishah about 
their duties, he used to say, 'I am a simple farmer from a village. I don't know what constitutional 
and absolute monarchy means.' He left it to them to figure out for themselves.137" Thus, even when 
the faithful came to ask their spiritual leader for guidance in matters during times of political 
unrest, the quotb disengaged himself, relaying ignorance in such matters. 
In more recent years, the current quotb has made even more explicit statements, expressing 
the Order's removal from the arena of politics in the strongest and most unequivocal of terms: 
                                            





the practice of the masters of the order had always been this.once again it is stressed that the 
ordinance of tarighat [the Sufi path] and Sufism and Sufi sessions, has never been adherent to any 
politics and party. In other words, Sufism will not interfere in politics, because it is a 
commandment of the heart and spirit, but individual fughara [Sufis] are free to choose any political 
policy which should be in the confines of the school of Islam138 
This passage is from the first sermon that Hajj Nur'Ali Tabandeh Majzoub Majzub'alishah 
delivered upon assuming the position of the quotb. Here then, not only does he express the lack of 
affiliation with any political party by the Order as a whole, but also that it exerts no influence on its 
followers in terms of any personal political allegiance. In addition, he makes a similar claim, later 
in that same year: 
Thus, interference in and expressing views about social affairs is outside the scope of tariqah [Sufi 
path] and the fuqara [paupers, Sufis] should not expect instructions in such regards from the 
authorities of the Order...The authorities of the Order will not express views on such questions so 
that it is not imagined that these are duties of tariqah. This same manner and absence of 
interference in social questions, as in the past, will be maintained.139 
Here, makes clear again that the spiritual authorities will not advise their followers when it comes 
to "social affairs," declaring that it is not among the duties of the guides of the spiritual path, and 
so they should not be expected to do so. It interesting too that he makes these two explicit claims 
both in the same year: 1997. While I was unable as to ascertain from the Sufis themselves as to 
whether there was a specific reason necessitating these declarations at that time, it is perhaps not 
unsignificant to note that 1997 was also an election year in Iran. As such, one might make the 
assumption that the darvish were approaching their sheikhs to ask for spiritual guidance on the 
matter of electoral politics.
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Hidden in Plain Sight: Secrecy, Dissimulation, and the Cultivation of Private Archives 
(Unknowing of Text) 
"If you want to be /a confidant/ Of the tavern of ruin/ make sure you keep the secret.140" 
~ Shah Nimatullahi Wali 
"Reading the book, Salih's Advice, and the other books of 'erfan, gnosis, prevents one from unconscious 
slipping..141" 
~Hazrat Haj Ali Tabandeh Majzub'alishah 
 
He did not wish to speak about mysticism, but wanted to show me some texts he had in his 
possession instead. These would tell me what I needed to know, he assured me. 
I had not met Iraj in person, but was referred to him by a mutual friend. I spoke to him over 
the phone, and while my primary goal had been to initiate a real conversation in person, he refuted 
my attempts until I agreed to pick up these textual materials as a sort of ethnographic conciliation 
prize. He did not explain to me what kind of texts they were but only made very clear that I must 
take great care not to misplace these materials and that they must absolutely be returned to him. In 
our two phone conversations he made me promise multiple times that I would treat these texts 
with the utmost caution and respect. So adamant was he in his imploring to safeguard and return 
his materials, that I initially assumed he must have something extremely valuable in his possession: 
perhaps some hand-written manuscript, handed down through generations, or perhaps some 
transcriptions of a sermon delivered long ago. I assured him that they would be treated with great 
care. 
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Imagine my surprise then, when picking up the materials from his house from his wife, as 
he himself was out, that the materials were nothing more than two books, one hardcover and one 
paperback, by the Sufi quotb Javad Nurbakhsh, which I had come across numerous times before 
and was even available online for purchase. Was this some kind of gentle joke at the expense of an 
overeager researcher? Or perhaps this self-identified darvish was really just kind of poseur or 
charlatan? But no, I went over our conversations in my mind and decided that he had in fact been 
sincere in his proclamations of worry over their potential displacement. 
After my initial disappointment faded, however, what remained in its wake was the sharp 
contrast between the presumed lack of value of the materials and Iraj's treatment of them as 
precisely the opposite. Here were texts that might be found in a good number of bookstores in Iran 
being treated as the rarest of manuscripts, as if a common library book was suddenly worth its 
weight in gold. Moreover, as I found out throughout the course of my fieldwork, this apparent 
dissonance between something with a presumed low value—in terms of rarity, scarity, in some 
cases authenticity—and the regard with which its owners viewed it was not a rare occurences but 
something I encountered again and again. Small stashes and modest collections preserved 
carefully, presented either eagerly or with deliberation, as if revealing a secret. 
Since its original inception, the Nimatullahi Shi'i Sufi Order of Iran has adhered to a policy 
of secrecy in regard to the dissemination of its ideas, done largely to protect against the 
"misunderstanding" or "misappropriation" of mystical concepts by the uninitiated. This policy is 
made evident in the contemporary era through such practices as closed meetings, lengthy 
initiation practices, secret handshakes, the circulation of weekly "secret words," and the 
safeguarding of any written work from non-members. Regarding the latter, such careful 





hagiographies and other stories of prominent members of the Order's chain of succession (silsileh), 
medieval poetry collections, personal notes taken during sermons, handwritten advice from 
sheikhs, and more—has led to the development of what I am calling here a "personal" or "private" 
archive. 
This adherence to secrecy has grown more complicated, however, as in the last few years 
the Sufis have published their own website which contains a digital archive of sermons, exegetical 
works, and electronic versions of foundational texts. In other words, many of these very texts and 
sermons which delineate the necessity and virtues of the maintenance of secrecy within the order 
now exist in digital form on an unprotected website, and hence are now potentially accessible to 
all electronic passersby. 
Despite this significant move on the part of the Sufi authorities to leave these texts more 
exposed to those outside of mystical circles, as well as similar shifts to disclosure within the 
broader socio-theological and socio-political sphere of Iran, however, individual Sufis curiously 
continue to insist on the secret or private nature of their home collections, taking pains to keep 
them hidden and insisting that the materials only be entrusted with a select few. The question then 
arises: what is the purpose of this continued maintenance of this careful safe-guarding of these 
personal textual materials, where similar if not identical documents are accessible to all 
elsewhere? 
This chapter will hence explore mystical practices of secrecy through the cultivation of 
private archives, the growing trend towards various forms and practices of transparency in Iran as 
seen through both Twelver Shi'i sm as well as Shi'i Sufism, the persistence of the concealment of 
these personal archives despite the increased accessibility of Sufi texts, and the broader 





Here my interlocutors are primarily Sufis whom might be categorized as "unranked," 
meaning not holding any rank of recognized spiritual authority such as the position of sheikh, and 
the question of the order to which they belong will be addressed shortly. As is often the case with 
fieldwork, I had not intended to study the practice of keeping a personal collection of materials, 
nor was I even aware that such accumulating or curating habits even existed. Indeed, I only 
became aware of these personal archives while conducting interviews in individuals' homes, 
where I noticed that people often kept what might be called designated "Sufi materials" within 
their homes. For example, when asked about reading habits, people often brought drown certain 
items from a bookshelf or drawer unprompted. These materials were sometimes displayed 
casually, but oftentimes with great care. Indeed, while discussing their experiences with 
mysticism, I found that people were often eager to show me either textual materials or any relics or 
photographs they might have as a central part of their personal experiences. 
Theories of Secrecy in Nimatullahi Sufism 
The mystics' policy of secrecy operates at a number of levels, and it is of note to briefly 
outline these different forms and manifestations of its uses within Iranian Sufism. To aid in our 
explorations, I turn to two texts commonly used and widely circulated by mystics today: Pand-e 
Saleh, or Saleh's Advice, written by Hajj Shaykh Muhammad Hasan Salih 'Ali Shah Beydokhti in 
1939, and The Path: Sufi Practices by a collection of the writings of Javad Nurbakhsh, a 
Nimatullahi sheikh.142 
                                            
142 Nurbakhsh left Iran prior to the Islamic Revolution and never return to the country of his birth. Until his 
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Beyond venturing further, however, one might inquire as to what exactly is being so 
closely withheld, and why must they be guarded at all costs? For our purposes here, it is beneficial 
to first understand these unspoken enigmas as any and all of the basic tenets, beliefs, and practices 
which comprise Sufi epistemologies; those ideas that either appear in canonical texts or directly 
relayed by the master or teacher (pir) to the student (murid) as well as all the emotional and 
intellectual reactions which accompany such revelations. As Nurbakhsh writes in his text: "These 
secrets consist of the remembrance and contemplation he or she is given, as well as all discoveries 
and revelations witnessed in the world of Unity.143" In other words, all that which is taught, 
remembered, meditated over, witnessed, experienced: these are the categories which must remain 
hidden. The concern here is not only to contain the teachings of the sheikhs within the appropriate 
circles, but rather to go so far as to keep private the "discoveries and revelations" which 
accompany the transmission and absorption of these ideas, so that what is being protected is both 
the mystical epistemologies as well as the affect they inspire. 
With this understanding of the far reaching nature of Sufi practices of secrecy in place, 
where not only the basic tenets of mysticism are kept confidential but also one's intellectual, 
emotional reaction to them, the question which arises now is why such safe-keeping is required. 
Beyond simply acting as an exclusionary device for those outside of mystical circles, what 
purpose do such strict guidelines hold? What kind of discourses are at play here, and what other 
aspects of mysticism are constituted or affirmed through them? 
While there are several reasons as to why the darvishes maintain practices of secrecy, I 
would argue that the primary motivating force is the belief in the potency of the ideas themselves. 
In other words, the logic of safe-guarding is inextricably tied to the affirmation of the potency of 
                                            





the ideas themselves; it is only because they are so powerful that their transmissions must be 
treated so carefully. And as is always the case with a secret, to whom it is disclosed and to whom 
it is withheld must also be considered, and perhaps it is amongst these groupings of individual that 
we may best trace the paths of dissemination (if any) which are allowed under Sufi doctrine. To 
better understand this, we might now turn our attention to some of the specifics of the ways in 
which the Sufis strive to keep their activities shrouded in a clandestine air. 
 
 Before First Steps, A Promise 
The importance of secrecy is made apparent from the earliest moments of one's initiation 
into mysticism, and often beforehand. As one Sheikh told me: "Before they can become a faqir 
(Sufi), they must understand that that which they will hear is not for all ears, and they must be very 
careful with whom they speak about these matters." Indeed, the very journey of mysticism is 
contingent upon the individual's agreement to keeping the secret, such that the limitations and 
caution they must exercise is made clear to them from the onset. As Nurbakhsh notes: "At the 
beginning of traveling on the Path (suluk), the sufi makes a commitment not to reveal to anyone 
the secrets he or she is told—regardless of whether that person is a stranger, friend or fellow 
darvish."144While I will remark upon this second portion of this comment -- that nothing should 
be revealed to even fellow darvish — later on, from the first portion we see a confirmation of the 
simultaneity of the embarking upon the path and the adherence to the rules of discretion. 
Inclusivity and Exclusivity 
Perhaps the least surprising reason that the groups maintain confidentiality is to ensure 
that the communication of Sufi ideals does not fall upon the ears of those outside the proper circles, 
                                            





namely the uninitiated and the untrained. This fear of the disseminating of the ideas to non-Sufis is 
motivated by a number of concerns: 1) to prevent the ideas themselves from being corrupted and 
misrepresented after being inevitably misinterpreted, and hence having the Sufis themselves 
misrepresented, 2) to protect others who may be harmed or corrupted when they hear ideas and 
"revelations" for which they are no ready and, in a slightly different vein, 3) to protect Sufis from 
any physical dangers which may result after exposing their identity. 
It must be understood that the first motivating favor, the keeping secret of mystical 
epistemologies to avoid their being corrupted or misunderstood, is intimately tied to the Sufis' fear 
of being misrepresented themselves. For while the concepts themselves of course are under no 
threat from external forces, their correct versions residing under the guardianship of the sheikhs 
and other spiritual guides as well as the texts which house them, the possibility of distortion and 
misunderstanding from the uninitiated has potentially serious consequences for the groups 
themselves. Indeed, as outlined in Chapter One, Sufis have certainly faced discrimination 
throughout the twentieth century, and at times have attributed this to falsehoods disseminated by 
non-members regarding their beliefs and practices. For example, one might understand the 
metaphor of "intoxication" (masti, kharabi) to mean physical intoxication or drunkenness, thereby 
suggesting that the Sufis have violated or are promoting a violation of a clear and well policed law 
against alcohol145. Another example might be the way that Sufi ideas of immanence, where all 
things imbued with the divine spirit, suggest forms of idolatry (shirk), thereby suggesting a 
transgression of theological values (as well as potential ground for legal prosecution, if less clear 
than something like alcohol laws).146 Thus, to prevent potential falsehoods regarding mystical 
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practices and epistemologies, which may in turn be perceived as violating certain laws, thus the 
dissemination of these concepts is held closely under wraps. Indeed, as such ideas are understood 
to be complex, abstract, and difficult to grasp, their transmission occurs in only the most specific 
and proscribed of context—that of the presence of the master—and to those whom might be 
trusted with them. 
The second motivating factor for adhering to a policy of secrecy is to protect individuals 
from those aspects of mysticism for which they may "not yet be ready." In other words, to speak of 
concepts, as well as the affect they inspire, in the company of those not as advanced in their 
study147is to potentially expose them to risks of an almost existential nature. For example: To hear 
that all of reality is an illusion,148 or that someone has borne witness to the "veil of illusion" in a 
moment of clarity, may frighten, confuse, or otherwise overwhelm someone not unprepared to 
hear such notions. Such a negative reaction may not only be emotionally upsetting, but the 
premature exposure to certain ideals could even lead to what is cryptically alluded to as a 
"corruption of the soul," suggesting that the essence of one's own existential self could be at stake. 
Such declarations and warnings of the charged nature of mystical epistemologies certainly 
highlights not only their perceived transformative capabilities, where seemingly even being 
present to utterances of ideas and experiences may effect alterations of the highest order, but the 
                                            
147 I understand the nebulousness of the groups as they are presented here, especially as it is difficult to 
discern whom is more "ready" or "advanced on the path," meaning those have progressed further in their 
spiritual development towards Sufi ideals such as union with the divine (tawhid) and dissolution of the self 
fanaa), from others who are not. It is this very ambiguity and difficulty in discerning whom is "ready" and 
who is not, where only the spiritual authority may discern such unseen demarcations amongst his followers, 
that necessitates such secrecy. In other words, if none can tell the difference, then it is necessary to err on 
the side of caution and treat all as the same. 
 
148 To provide a basic overview: A common theme within various sects of Sufism is the belief that the 
world in which we reside is in fact a false illusion, and that the world of reality and truth resides within the 
realm of the divine and hence beyond the grasp of the mortal realm. This general concept is included in 
numerous conceptual dyads such as the idea of the internal (batin)/and the external (zahir), annihilation 





deeply graduated nature of the process of the Sufi path as well. Indeed, by noting the existence of 
the category of those "not yet ready," the significance of the various levels of progress or 
"advancement on the path" made by individuals is made clear. This fact is made all the more 
complicated, however, given that there is no specific, delineated program or manual one needs to 
follow, as such a seemingly ordered process would suggest, but a wholly individualized—and 
hence previously undefined—route that each must find with for themselves only the guidance of 
their spiritual teacher. Given the ambiguous and individualized nature of the project of Sufism, 
where certain stages and experiences may need to be withheld from others, it is hence for this 
reason that Nurbakhash suggests that ideas must be kept secret even from "fellow darvish," as 
only the teacher may judge what is appropriate and inappropriate for each individual. It should 
also be remarked that this potential "overwhelming" extends too to those outside of Sufi circles 
entirely as well, as exposure to these ideas, feelings, and experiences may also have similarly 
detrimental effects for those individuals as well. 
Before venturing further, however, it should be noted that such canonical and sheikh- 
mandated proscriptions of not discussing things with anyone differs drastically in practice. Most 
notably, now that the general format of Sufi practice has changed from closely supervised, 
one-on- one study, to listening to sermons, a habit only punctuated by individualized study with a 
sheikh, it is much more difficult to monitor who is exposed to what ideas and when. As all 
members are present during the sermons, so too are all the different levels of the path represented 
as well. This is of course not to mention that some mystics will discuss matters on their own, as my 
very ethnographic research demonstrates. That said, upon questioning, the sheikhs do in fact 
maintain that what is said in their sermons during the open sessions are indeed written for a 
general audience, and consistently confirmed that such safe-guarding and discretion within the 





mindful. Given the discrepancy between the stern warnings and admonitions regarding the 
communication of mystical epistemologies and experiences in theory and the how such ideas are 
carried out in practice, however, it is perhaps not presumptuous to say that these particular 
practices of secrecy are championed as an ideal in theory, if not in actuality. 
Moving onward, another reason for adhering to a policy of secrecy relates to a perhaps 
more quotidian, if absolutely vital, concern: the fear of prosecution by any potential enemies. In 
other words, outside of any theological or conceptual concerns, one should remain evasive in 
terms of revealing one's identity to non-Sufis in the event of being confronted with any hostile 
actors. And while the need to conceal one's identity is perhaps less of a concern in the current era 
than in has been in other contexts, its mentions within the canonical literatures—if less prominent 
than other advocacies for the need for secrecy—as well as the ways in which the topic of 
concealment of identity came up with my discussions with my interlocutors warrants a mention in 
any discussion of any calls for secrecy. In this way, Sufi practices of secrecy also concern 
themselves directly with the realm of the social as well, where the safe-guarding of epistemologies 
occurs at the most basic level: keeping private that one is a darvish at all. 
As such, the question arises, as to whether this concern for physical safety influenced 
theological writings and proclamations, or vice versa. Such a line of inquiry begs for further 
investigation, and requires a genealogical study, one that examines the question of the advocacy of 
concealment as it relates to the context in which it was written, which this project is surely lacking. 
This is a particularly rich topic of study since, as was previously discussed, the persecution of Sufi 
Orders in Iran and proto-Iran has a complex and varied history, and hence the need for hiding one's 
identity as Sufi has an equally complex narrative. And while such a genealogy will not be 
attempted in this space, what will be examined later in this chapter, however, is how this fear of 





dissimulation. A concept employed by Shi'i groups as well as Sufi Shi'i s, it will be the lens 
through which we can better understand the correlations between secrecy as a means for physical 
protection and secrecy as a means for spiritual protection. 
Affirmation of Essential Role of the Sheikhs 
Another aspect of Sufi adherence to secrecy is one that has been alluded to but until now 
has not been made explicit: the ways in which the safe-guarding of mystical epistemologies 
reinforces the importance of role of the Sufi teacher or master pir). Beyond protecting the ideas 
from falling into the wrong hands, the silence surrounding the communication and debate of 
mystical ideals gives weight to the belief that there is only one such audience appropriate for such 
discussion and one avenue appropriate for their dissemination: that of the pir. Thus, by limiting 
any verbalizations of ideas to purely within the confines of this relationship149, secrecy is used to 
further cement the master-disciple (pir-murid) relationship. As Salih 'Ali Shah remarks: "And he 
should have respect for the orders of the Saints. He should refrain from revealing his secrets to 
others." Thus, the act of the concealment of the "divine mysteries" is seen in part as an act of 
respect towards the saints; not even only one's own pir but the chain of succession (silsilah) that 
came before him, affirming one's belief in the unique capabilities of the masters. 
Finally, to conclude this section on secrecy, we may end upon the question of the very 
potency of these epistemologies. For not only does the adherence to secrecy affirm the highest 
respect for the saints (vali) and pirs and the sanctity and inclusivity of the Sufi circle, but the fact 
that mystical tenets much be so closely guarded infers the understanding of the almost dangerous 
nature of the very ideals as themselves. Forms of knowledge so powerful that they may supersede 
                                            





or overpower those who possess them, to throw them down a wrong path if they not yet ready, or 
these ideas could be manipulated into something else. Ultimately, this secrecy is absolutely 
tantamount to the resolute belief in the potency of their epistemologies as well as the intellectual 
might of their sheikhs. In other words, it is only because they are so formidable that they must be 
guarded so closely. "And he should not give utterance to whatever is inspired in his heart, be it a 
spiritual state (halat) or a belief, since he should, follow the Pir, pass and step beyond it.150" 
 
Understanding Taqiyya : Theories of Secrecy in Twelver Shi'i sm 
In our discussion of these Sufi beliefs and practices of secrecy, it is imperative to remember 
that these groups are also resolutely Shi'i as well. In considering this, then, one might reflect upon 
those aspects of Shi'i sm which also involve elements of secrecy, other practices and beliefs which 
entertain some iteration of a concealing or preserving. Most notably, there are those scholars who 
have championed either the "esoteric" nature of Shi'i sm as a whole, meaning the obscure or 
hidden, or the esoteric nature of the knowledge of the imamate. 151 For our purposes, it might be 
most helpful to limit our discussion and remain focused on the practice of taqiyya, or dissimulation 
as a means of self-preservation, as a means of comparison, for in both instances of Sufi roz pooshy 
and taqiyya information is purposefully withheld by the believer, rather than merely exists as an 
unattainable form of divinely inspired knowledge. 
Also translated as concealment, precaution, or keeping of secrets, under the invocation of 
taqiyya a person is allowed to keep their identity as a Shi'i hidden to themselves, either by 
voluntarily not disclosing such information or even verbalizing a lack of connection with Shi'i sm. 
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The two mostoft-quoted pieces of evidence to support the concept are the following Quranic 
passages: 
 
3:28: Believers should not accept as protecting friends unbelievers rather than believers... unless [it is 
done] as a precaution in order to guard yourselves from them [or, out of fear of them]. 
16:106: Whoever expresses disbelief in God after once believing [will suffer greatly], unless that 
person is under compulsion while yet remaining at peace in belief in the heart. 
As the prominent twentieth century Iranian thinker Allamah Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba'i has 
written: "As is clear from this sacred verse, God, the Most Exalted, forbids with the utmost 
emphasis wilyah (meaning in this case friendship and amity to the extent that it affect's one's life) 
with unbelievers and orders man to be wary and have fear in such a situation."152 While these two 
verses are almost always cited in research concerning taqiyya, this is a concept with a deep and 
varied history. 
In his article "Some Imam-i Shi'i Views on Taqiyya153," Etan Kohlberg has meticulously 
laid out many of the differing interpretations of taqiyya by Imami Shi'i s, as well as the various 
contexts and situations that have been attributed to invocations of the concept. This has included 
everything from explaining Imam Ali's behavior after the death of Muhammad, specifically his 
hesitance in assuming a position of political power, to the administration of hadd punishment, to 
those instances when taqiyya was specifically forbidden. He notes too that taqiyya was invoked 
not only in those instances as a means of self-preservation against a hostile force, but "was 
sometimes applied to those relationships among the Shi'i s themselves154. Amir-Moezzi takes this 
point further, observing that scholars have overemphasized the instances where taqiyya was used 
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in response to the political climate of the times, rather than those instances when it was used to 
contain the teachings of the Imams within the realm of the Shi'i 155. He argues too that it is in fact 
this second usage which should be viewed as the more essential version as it primarily involves 
the initiated rather than the first usage which also involves hostile actors, and I would certainly 
agree. In consideration of this, if here I appear to over-emphasizing the interpretation of taqiyya 
involving external dangers, it is only because the Sufi literatures utilized here emphasize such a 
view point on the matter, while their understanding of secrecy (roz-pooshy) aligns more closely to 
the version of taqiyya as primarily preserving the secret of the occult teachings of the Imams. This 
curious distinction is certainly worthy of more discussion than space allows here. 
The concept was first made prominent by the fifth and sixth Shi'i te Imams, Muhammad al- 
Baqir (d AH 57/AD 73) and Jafar al-Sadeq (d. AH 148/AD 765), during a time of great 
persecution of the Shi'i under the Sunni Abbasid rule.156 It was noted as a necessary for pure 
survival, when one's life, body, or property was in absolute jeopardy were on to reveal their Shi'i 
faith. After Shi'i s were accused of practicing taqiyya as a means of lying or exhibiting cowardice, 
later mujtahids offered more specific guidelines and restriction as to its use. More specifically, 
Tabataba'i has written: "In our view, the practice of taqiyya is permitted if there is a definite 
danger facing one's own life or the life of one's family, or the possibility of the loss of the honor 
and virtue of one's wife or of other female members of the family, or the danger of the loss of one's 
material belonging to such an extent to cause complete destitution and prevent a man from being 
able to continue to support himself and his family."157 By outlining these specific parameters 
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under which taqiyya may be evoked, these later jurists (mujtahids), including Tabataba'i, have 
attempted to curtail any such abuses and accusations of unconditional uses of the concept. 
Upon reflection, however, the intentional concealment of one's faith in order to avoid 
bodily harm suggests a paradoxical note within Shi'i sm, a faith which heavily draws upon the 
paradigm of the Battle of Karbala as well as the martyrdom of the second and third Shi'i te Imams, 
Hassan (d. AH 50/AD 670) and Husayn (d. AH 61/AD 680), at the hands of the proto-Sunni 
opposition.158Ayatollah Sobhani has only noted such a seeming paradox in his writings, noting 
that most of the holy ones (ma'sum) were in fact martyred. Despite this, he still makes the case for 
taqiyya, remarking that it must be utilized only under certain conditions there are times when it 
"necessary" and times where it is "forbidden," but ultimately giving further support to Tabataba'i's 
claim that when's life, property, or honor is in danger, preservation of life is superior to outward 
expression of belief. Going further he clarifies that "In truth, dissimulation is a weapon in the 
hands of the weak in the face of merciless tyrants. It is obvious that in the absence of any danger a 
person will not need to hide his beliefs, nor act in opposition to his beliefs."159 In other words, it is 
only an immediate threat which prompts taqiyya, and not any other form of motivation. Moreover, 
it exists at the level of the personal and, alluding to the intense persecution of the minority Shi'i at 
the hands of the Abbasids. What is at stake is not the entire system of belief as was at the Battle of 
Karbala, but the life and livelihood of one individual. He writes that taqiyya may be evoked when: 
"No positive advantage is derived from their being killed." This dissimulation of faith by the 
believer is thus in essence an act of preservation through disappearance. It is the construction of a 
recognition, a recognition which affirms the boundary between one's inner self and the outer 
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world. When one's own well-being is at stake and no one else's is in question, the cloak of taqiyya 
is used to re-assert that "belief in the heart" supersedes the external declaration of allegiance. 
In consideration of this, an inevitable question arises: how might one understand the 
relationship between practices of taqiyya and secrecy, these dual modes of dissimulation? 
Certainly, the interpretations of both concepts vary wildly and this is by means meant to be a 
wholly conclusive discussion of the matter. By utilizing the delineations heretofore mentioned, 
however, we may be able to view the contours and colors of each as they exist in comparison to 
one another under these particular guidelines. 
In doing so, it must first be noted that the Sufis understood taqiyya as a separate category 
as secrecy, as they recognize it as a concept and endorse it as a means of self-preservation when 
faced with a dangerous situation. Indeed, secrecy is referred to as roz hafez, rozpooshy or sirr, and 
taqiyya is utilized much more sparingly. In looking through the English translation of the text too, 
roz hafez, rozpooshy and sir are translated as "The keeping of secrets," "secrecy," and "secrecy" or 
"mystery" respectively, while taqiyya goes entirely untranslated or is not as "dissimulation." 
While this language usage and translation decisions might then suggest two or three wholly 
distinct terms, the formal definition of taqiyya reveals the situation to be a bit more complicated. 
More specifically, it is defined in Pand-e Saleh's glossary as the following: "Taqiyya, 
dissimulation. It is the dissimulation of one's religion and the hiding of particular religious 
practices from the opponents in case of danger. It is also the hiding of words which are not 
advisable to be said to others."160 In other words, Sufi taqiyya denotes two uses: 1) concealment 
when confronted with a threat, and 2) purposeful concealment of words and information from 
those who should not hear it. Thus, the first usage suggests something similar to that of more 
                                            





mainstream Shi'i opinion, while the second usage aligns itself more closely with other mystical 
ideals concerning secrecy as a means to maintain exclusivity amongst the initiated. 
With this in mind, the two distinct evocations of Sufi taqiyya highlight the disparate uses 
of secrecy within the Orders. When invoked as a protection from bodily harm, with the usual 
caveats that there are no innocent victims or threat to the greater religion as a whole, taqiyya is 
used as a means of self-preservation within the physical realm; here the stakes are immediately 
corporeal, tangible, and often responding to a larger socio-theological context, especially as one 
must judge the consequences of undertaking such a concealment. When taqiyya is used as a form 
of roz-pooshy, the safe-guarding of mystical knowledge, it is evoked when a Sufi is not facing any 
adversaries or threat, and speaks more directly to the spiritual-epistemological realm. In other 
words, this form of secrecy is evoked not as a response to a threat, but as a precautionary measure 
to prevent the inappropriate spreading and manipulation of mystical ideals. Indeed, it is also 
significant to remember that this preservation of knowledge does merely apply to the world 
beyond the Sufis, meaning the uninitiated and those outside such Sufi circles, as a means to 
prevent some form of persecution. But, as mentioned earlier, as even fellow Sufis (darvish) must 
be guarded from knowledge for which they are not ready, one must assume that it is the 
possession of the knowledge itself which makes one vulnerable, rather than any external threat to 
one's person. These ideals are dangerous, and may cause damage and lead someone down the 
wrong spiritual path if they are ill-prepared for them, if the revelations they contain are too strong. 
In this way, the keeping secret of mystical ideals gestures to a realm at least in part beyond the 
socio-political realm, one that could be called the realm of the existential or spiritual, a realm 
which, for the Sufis, possesses the highest stakes. In a sense then, this form of concealment is 
interested less in protecting he who possesses the knowledge and more so in protecting the one 





disseminates them necessarily in the line of danger, but rather it is the fate of one who may come 
into contact with them that is put into question. 
Essentially then, while Nimatullahi Sufis interpret the concept of taqiyya much in the same 
way as Twelver Shi'i s in one sense, their use of the concept extends further. While overlapping in 
the first definition where concealment in the face of danger is advocated, they diverge over the 
second, Sufi definition which blurs the boundaries between taqiyya and other forms and practices 
of the careful disclosure of mystical ideals. 
Tactics for the Maintenance of Secrecy 
With this basic understanding of the logic of safeguarding, we might now turn our 
attention to the specific strategies that were employed to maintaining exclusivity amongst the 
order within the 20th and 21st centuries. Namely, specific practices that were utilized to both 
maintain privacy and act as identifying markers for other Sufis, some of which continue today. For 
example, secret handshakes are still utilized amongst some Sufis of the Nimatullahi Order, where 
a small series of movements including the bowing of the head and the clasping of another's hands. 
This is usually used as a greeting only within the confines of a Sufi meeting place (khanega) or 
within the home of a mystic (darvish). A simple gesture, certainly, but the knowledge of which 
demonstrates clear membership within an order. 
Earlier in the century, meetings were also closed to non-members, or at least those who had 
not made themselves known to either the sheikh, his students, or those darvish who ran the 
khanega, such that to enter a Sufi meeting place was to enter an exclusive locale of a 
pre-determined few.  Today, however, meetings are open to any and all, and the significance of 
this change will be discussed in the latter portion of this essay. 





Semnan, Ahvaz, and Kerman161 previously entertained the intriguing custom of weekly "secret 
words," where each week the sheikh would designate either a word or phrase that was said to have 
the same effect as a prayer. One could either repeat the word or phrase to oneself, or say a prayer if 
the word was spoken in passing. Central to this activity, however, was the idea that only the Sufis 
 would possess the knowledge of the "secret word" of the week and must not speak it loudly for 
fear of revealing the information to non-Sufis. Here then, not only do we again see the power of the 
sheikhs, able to imbue even the mundane with the mysteries of the divine, but yet another practice 
where the possession of mystical knowledge is contingent upon its concealment. 
Finally, there were also stories circulated that spoke to the presentation of a whole nutmeg 
juz), as a means of initiation into the order, as supported by the following Nurbakhsh quotation: 
 
Juz represents the head of the traveler. In presenting juz to the master, the traveler consents 
to never reveal the Divine secrets that are confided in him or her. That is, even if 
threatened with decapitation, one should not reveal such secrets. In other words, the 
traveler's head is symbolically presented to the master here as a hostage for God's 
secrets.162 
From the moment of initiation, the primacy of concealment is made apparent, one's life 
symbolically offered in exchange for the secrets of the divine. 
The Cultivation of Private Archives 
From here, we might turn our attention to the last practice in cultivating secrecy to be 
discussed in this essay: the private collections of texts and other materials by individual Sufis 
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which I am calling "private archives." Before discussing their contents, however, it is important to 
note how such practices of collecting documents are framed within Sufism as a whole. Namely, 
that due to their adherence to maintain exclusivity, many of their activities which are conducted 
without an written record of their having occurred. This includes descriptions of meeting practices, 
dates and contents of gatherings, names of initiates, dialogues between darvish and the pirs, to 
name a few. In some instances, I was told records of names and addresses of members had been 
taken earlier in the twentieth century, but these were either destroyed, or perhaps never taken in 
the first place as there was disagreement as to what exactly had transpired. There was of course 
"official" documentation that existed and continues to exist today, with official documentation 
being defined here as any records that involved the state, the most significant of these which 
would be vaghf documentation, or religious endowment land deeds163. My intention here is not to 
discredit or devalue the significance of these transactions and records, far from it, but rather to 
note the absence of documents which recorded the internal activities, debates, and names of 
members Sufi Orders; ultimately, recordings which went unwritten due to adherence to a general 
policy of secrecy. What has persisted, however, are these personal collections. Collections which 
demonstrated not only the thoughts and concerns of the unranked Sufis (darvish), but those 
debates and discourses that shaped the Nimatullahi Order as well. 
To begin, it is significant to note what these personal archives contain ultimately contained. 
And they almost always contained a variety of items, the most common of which were books. 
Now, these books ranged from collections of poetry to published texts about mysticism, the most 
common of these texts which were the writings of Javad Nurbakhsh and works from his 
publishing house the Khaniqha Nimatullahi. Although his publishing house was shuttered after 
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the revolution alongside his departure from Iran, the books were subsequently published through a 
different press and as a result remained in circulation.164 Today, the Khaniquah Nimatullahi 
Publications operates as a non-profit in the United States managed by the descendants of Javad 
Nurbakhsh. The texts are usually produced in Farsi within Iran and in English within Farsi, and 
those which I found were mainly published prior to the Islamic Revolution, although there were a 
small number from after as well. These texts cover materials ranging from "General Principles of 
Sufism," an introduction of sorts, to in-depth discussions of a single concept such as "annihilation 
of the self' (fana) to remembrance (dhikr), to hagiographies of past saints of the order. Prior to 
fieldwork I did not know such texts existed within Iran at all, and as these books are no longer 
being published nor readily in circulation in Iran, they were at times treated as valuable materials. 
This was also particularly odd, however, as these books are actually quite easily accessed via any 
university library in the US or even via online retailers like Amazon as the Nurbakhsh Order has 
moved its operations, so to speak, to the US and UK, they were simply not readily available within 
Iran. Still, as my interlocutors shared these texts only with my solemn guarantee that I would 
return the materials, I found myself making photocopies of these books, these books I could 
purchase online immediately, as if they were some irreplaceable medieval dictionary or 
hagiography. 
The other type of text I found most frequently were poetry books, especially the 
collections (divans) of the major figures of the Persian canon, which not unlike any other poetry 
books you would find in any other home in Iran. No notable trend with any specific publisher was 
found here either. Again then, the only thing that would distinguish these books as being of 
significance were that they were presented to me as "Sufi" or "mystical" materials. In other words, 
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they were understood to be operate and exist within a certain context, in this case the context of 
contemporary Sufi practice, and so I actively made note of their presence as ethnographic 
materials. 
On a few occasions, people had saved handwritten notes, items or relics that had come 
from the high spiritual leader of the order (quoth) or spiritual leader (sheikh). These included 
advice that they had written down in response to a query they had submitted or presented before a 
spiritual authority, then guarded for safe-keeping or, advice written by the sheikh or quoth 
themselves. Beyond this written advice, a handful had kept items like a napkin, tissue, a date seed, 
and even a pillow that had all come into physical contact with a quoth. This is something that is not 
done by all mystics, and indeed some of them found such pilfering of such items as in poor taste, 
but others certainly adhered to the idea that the mere contact of the quoth onto an item is enough to 
imbue it with certain qualities. I myself witnessed such activity on a number of occasions where, 
after speaking and rising from his chair, people would reach out to touch the seat, tea cup, and take 
the tissue that the quoth had used as a napkin. As these personal collections make evident then, in 
certain instances at least these items were then held onto, transformed into relics. 
In addition to the written advice, another common item was people's notes taken during 
sermons, advice sessions, or poetry groups. These were both their own recordings of spoken 
advice as well as at times notes which encompassed their own thoughts about the Quran, hadith, or 
poetry works. A handful of women, and only women, kept a record of their dreams, one of whom 
only wrote down dreams of loved ones who had passed on, as she said these were most dear to 
here (this also speaks to a popular Iranian idiom that if a deceased family member makes mention 
of something in a dream, you should re-create that in real life, i.e. if you dream of someone eating 





Finally, these were those who held photos or illustrations, often post-card sized, of past 
quotb or saints. One claimed to have a portrait taken of the Imam Mahdi, the twelfth and last of the 
Shi'i te Imams who is believed to have never died, but to have gone in occultation. Oftentimes 
people too had paintings of the twelve Imams in people's homes, a practice common which is 
again throughout Iran, but I made note of only those which were presented to me as part of their 
collection of mystical goods. 
With this presentation of "archival" materials in place, everything from very common 
poetry books to handwritten notes from sheikhs, the question one might ask now is: what evidence 
what might be garnered from these materials? What forms of knowledge were afforded to me from 
these private stashes, carefully hidden away and stored, in some cases for years? There is first the 
obvious evidence of trends and patterns that immediately come to mind: 1) what texts were 
popular, as was briefly touched upon in the instances of the Nurbakhsh texts, 2) what forms of 
information were being disseminated, transmitted, discussed, what topics were popular to ask 
sheikhs, everything ranging from questions in regards to passages of poetry to advice about 
afsordegi (depression — a modern affliction) to asking about praying for someone's child to be 
admitted to university in what formulations were they being answered; in other words, a whole 
host of topics; 3) the importance of relics and photographs. Moreover, the fact that such treasure 
troves existed at all demonstrates the importance of the construction of a personal library, and the 
long-term study, and home-based study, that mysticism often requires if not demands. Materials to 
return to, again and again, as bottomless sources of knowledge and emulation, open to 
interminable debate and interpretation as the poetry collections, or reassuring confirmations or 
assertions from a beloved and trusted pir, teachers whose words are slightly less obtuse than the 





The primary difference between the contents of the personal archives of the two Orders 
was that the Nurbakhsh group tended to only have textual materials, with an occasional 
photograph or decorative item like the beggar's bowl (kashkul), while the Soltanalishah group had 
relics as well as textual materials. I would not go so far as to say that the exclusion of relics is 
necessarily indicative of the Nurbakhshiyya's attitude toward sheikhs and what is often called 
"saint worship" as a whole however. Indeed, my research revealed that within members of both 
groups the question of the potency of an item which has come into contact with a quoth or spiritual 
authority figure—items like a tissue, a scrap of paper, a tea cup—was highly controversial. Some 
Sufis fervently believed in what might be called the miraculous capabilities of the quoth; that they 
are able to fly for instance, declaring that they had seen such occurrences of flight within their own 
eyes or, that they were able to cure the sick, allowing the blind to see and the infertile to conceive. 
In contrast, other members of the same order would with equal passion deny the existence of such 
occurrences, declaring that these "superstitions" (khorafat) had no place in Islam. Again, as this 
debate was something that was carried out by both groups, I would only venture that the greater 
quantity of relics within the possession of the Soltanalishah members was simply due to the fact 
that their Quoth remains within Iran and still adheres to a fairly active sermon schedule and hence 
there was the opportunity for a greater proliferation of objects that had come in contact with 
him.165 
And at this point, I must clarify what I mean when I consider these personal collections as 
individual archives, as I have been categorizing them thus far, thereby bestowing upon them the 
authority that often accompanies such a title. For beyond the fact that these documents have not 
been amassed with the direct input of any formal governing body, problems arise: these are largely 
                                            





unverified documents, as well as the fact that many are unoriginal and hence many of the materials 
would not even constitute what is commonly understood as a primary source. 
Certainly, examinations of the role of the archive and its study from an anthropological 
standpoint have been undertaken by many in the field, most prominently John and Jean Comaroff, 
Ann Stoler, and Nicholas Dirks, to name a few.166 And it is by drawing upon these sources that I 
am able to make the unoriginal conjecture that, in regards to the potential shortcomings of these 
documents, what an archive ultimately contains are the records that are or were necessary for the 
functioning of a world. In other words, an archive is defined less by the absolute certainty of the 
factual accuracy of its documents, and more so by the fact that it contains documents which 
guarantee the continued existence of a certain practice or epistemology or system of power. And, 
following this logic, these forms of materials I have described thus far—divans of poetry, 
religious texts, exegesis, direct communications with a spiritual guide—are exactly constitutive of 
the kind of currency and practices by which the mystics operate. As Ann Stoler has written, the 
task of the student of the archive "is less to distinguish fiction from fact than to track the 
production and consumption of those facilities themselves.167" In this way, we see how the 
production of these "facilities," in this case people's homes, as well as the consumption of such 
materials are tied directly to Sufi epistemologies such that there is no central holding place for 
such documents, but rather individuated study conducted under the watchful eye of the master. 
 
The Emergence of the Digital Archive 
Moving onward, we might now shift our focus to consider Sufi practices of secrecy and the 
cultivation of personal archives within the broader contemporary socio-theological context at 
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hand. Namely, we might then ask how such practices of secrecy and record keeping have changed 
in the late 20th century with the advent of the Islamic Republic. Now that the governing body has 
assumed a Shi'i mantle before all other modes of authority, are such protective modes necessary as 
certain esoteric ideas and ways have entered the larger public imagination? Or, perhaps, as was 
largely the case for the Sufis during the age of Safavids, the first Shi'i governing body in proto-Iran, 
is it necessary to be even more clandestine than ever? And would that be the reason for the 
cultivation of these personal collections of assorted materials? 
As it turns out, both such conjectures prove inaccurate. For after all this discussion of 
concealment and dissimulation, of furtive actions and whispered messages, it must be 
acknowledged that contemporary Shi'i Sufism in Iran has entered into an age of relative 
transparency. By transparency I mean a willingness to engage in activities which render 
themselves and their epistemologies more readily accessible to those outside of their immediate 
circles; in other words, a move towards the potential for exposure. For while the maintenance of 
certain practices of concealment persist, such as the archives and secret handshakes, what has 
marked the most significant shift in recent years is the fact that Sufis have begun to publish their 
sermons online. Indeed, as evidenced by the website Sufism.ir, the Nimatullahi Order has made 
public on the internet a treasure trove of sermons, some in both audio wave files as well as 
downloadable PDF files, as well as electronic versions of sacred texts, including Pand-e Saleh 
which was referenced here. The site is not password protected in any way so that anyone who 
chances upon it might have access to these materials. Previously, while these sermons and some 
texts had existed digitally in the forms of physical CDs that were available at bookstores within 
Sufi meeting places (khanega), and certainly were disseminated in that fashion, I would argue that 






Such a public archive might seem, after this long discussion of the care taken in the 
maintenance of these private archives, like an exposure of the most shocking kind. Indeed, these 
very passages quoted in this essay—both the writings of Salih 'Ali Shah and Nurbakhsh—which 
advocate the restriction of Sufi knowledge to the most specific of audiences, now suddenly exist 
online, unprotected and available to all. The possibilities of the technological, it would seem, has 
overridden the threat to the spiritual. 
When questioned as to why such a decision was made, the Sufis had several reasons. The 
first was that the materials presented on the site were largely "public" sermons, meaning those 
lectures which were delivered at the meeting place (khanega) on Friday mornings, rather than 
before any private or pre-determine group of listeners, and hence were never always intended for a 
large audience. Indeed, this claim is given further weight in consideration of the fact that sermons 
occur during open meetings — meaning anyone from the street is able to enter the meeting place 
(khanega) and hear the words of the sheikh. From this, we are able to deduct that the mystical 
knowledge revealed by the sheikh or quotb during these weekly sermons is specifically tailored 
for a "general" audience,168 meaning appropriate for those even who are uninitiated and not 
members of the order. Furthermore, the texts which are made available on these online archives 
were deemed "introductory materials," or works which outlined the basic tenets of mysticism, and 
so did not possess anything that might overwhelm a novice on the path. Several of my 
interlocutors remarked however, that there was a certain danger involved in making the texts 
public without a teacher, but generally felt that given they were introductory texts, and thus could 
not "cause great distress," as one Sufi put it. I can confirm too, that the first materials given to me 
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when I first asked to learn about mysticism was in fact Pand-e Saleh which, along with many 
others, are available at the bookstore in the Ali Suleiymani Khanega in Tehran; in other words 
available to anyone who decides to enter the meeting place. 
This last point: that it is available to those who have decided to enter a khanega, rather than 
chance upon it is also of significance. Indeed, the bookstore is located well inside the meeting 
place complex, which is already situated away from the main road. Thus, their observation that the 
texts are available to those who have made the decision to come into the space, to have quite 
literally crossed the threshold into a designated "Sufi space," also speaks to their next argument 
regarding the online availability of materials: that, although the nature of an internet archive 
makes it undoubtedly public, the sermons and texts were simply amassed in this way to make it as 
accessible as possible for the Sufis themselves. The contents of the website are intended for the 
Sufis themselves, and they in no way advertise the site or use it as a sort of promotional or 
evangelical tool, it is not linked to any other site, nor are there are off-shoots of it anywhere. 
Rather, their intention was to make an online library for their members, especially those who do 
not live in Tehran and are unable to see the quoth, so that they might have past sermons and 
declarations at their disposal whenever they might need it. In doing so, they give further credence 
to the belief and practice of individuated study within mysticism, where students and other Sufis 
are often encouraged to read, meditate fiqr), and remember on their own. In this way, the mystics 
view the online archive as something intended exclusively for their own members, a means of 
delivering the words of the pirs in an organized and readily accessible manner, even if the nature 
of the vehicle in which it is delivered possesses a capacity to open it to a much wider market. 
The final reason the Sufis gave for the creation of this online archive, however, speaks 
directly to the fact of the public nature of the entire enterprise. Namely, that by having such a 





from any other Iranian mystical groups, particularly those who may have socio-political 
leanings169. In other words, they are able to unequivocally refute any accusations made against 
them, particularly those which state that they to do not swear obedience to the state, by simply 
referring to the text which address them. More specifically, this is evidenced by the availability of 
sermons and declarations of the order that state their allegiance to Khomeini, their firm disinterest 
in politics, and adherence to the laws (shariat) of the Islamic Republic. Also published on the site 
are texts and sermons which address popular rumors surrounding mystics; in particular, that they 
do utilize drugs, the use of which was banned at the turn of the century, and that they do 
purposefully do not work but beg instead, another practice which was banned by the founding 
spiritual leader (quoth) of the Soltanalishah Order in the modern era. Thus, when considering this 
justification for online records, the archive affords the opportunity for the mystics to make public, 
here meaning unguarded, those accusations which have caused them the most consternation in the 
past. 
Waning Practices of Dissimulation in Shi'i sm and Sufism 
While discussing secrecy and divulgence in the modern age, especially in light of the 
advent of the Islamic Republic, it is worth noting too how practices of secrecy have changed 
within the larger Shi'i context as well. Indeed, as we have been using taqiyya as the concept 
through which to view Shi'i secrecy as a whole, we might now ask: how has taqiyya usage 
changed during the age of guardianship of the jurist (velayat-e faqi)? 
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Intriguingly, it may be argued that, like the Sufis, the Shi'i establishment has also moved 
towards transparency over concealment, and in doing so it has been deemed unnecessary to 
invoke taqiyya. This is not to say that Khomeini himself does not the support the doctrine as 
whole, as he makes multiple mentions of it Velayet-e Faqi as a necessity in earlier eras in his 
series of lectures that comprise of the foundational texts of the Islamic Republic, Islamic 
Government. Here, he remarks that the Imams' fear was not for themselves, but for their religion 
as a whole (Khomeini 2002: 39). In particular, he notes how Imam Jafar-e Sadeq, the sixth Imam 
who lived under extremely hostile conditions and was one of the more famous practitioners of 
taqiyya (Khomeini 2002: 83), had no choice but to adopt the concealed stance as a means for pure 
survival as "he had no executive power." This distinction here would seem to be key, as Khomeini 
believes that taqiyya will be used far less frequently while one is in a position of power. Moreover, 
this further informs his claim that there are times when one must not invoke taqiyya even when 
confronted with the possibility of death, 
 
The purpose of taqiyyah is the preservation of Islam and the Shfi school; if people had not resorted 
to it, our school of thought would have been destroyed... But when the chief principles of Islam 
and its welfare are endangered, there can be no question of silence or taqiyyah. . . .  If a faqih [jurist] 
anticipates that by his entering the service of an oppressive government, oppression will be 
furthered and the reputation of Islam soiled, he must not enter its service even if he is killed as a 
result.170 
And it was this interpretation which is in line with the rhetoric that informed the Iran-Iraq War, 
where Shi'i was pitted against Sunni in the name of the preservation of the Islamic (Shi'i ) state, 
the battle of Karbala made real once again, such that one of the most popular refrains during the 
Iran- Iraq War was famously "Everyday is Ashura, and everywhere is Karbala."171 Thus, while 
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strongly affirming the history of the usage of dissimulation, the clerical establishment of the 
Islamic Republic has entered a phase where concealment is not as necessary as it once was, a 
thought and practice embraced by their Shi'i Sufi counterparts as well. 
Thus, in this way, we see how the Nimatullahi Sufi Order has followed the trajectory 
towards greater transparency alongside the larger Twelver Shi'i majority of Iran, such that one 
group explicitly favors and affirms the revealing of their identity before those outside of their own 
circles while the other embraces practices that put them at risk for doing so. While Shi'i sm has 
long held fast to the necessity of dissimulation (taqiyya) as a means for survival, with its more 
secure position today,172 especially in Iran, such modes of concealment by its adherents are no 
longer considered required, and if anything are viewed as a deterrent to the increased stability of 
the faith. 
This increased "stability" has undoubtedly impacted the Sufis, whom it must be 
remembered also identify as Shi'i as well. This notwithstanding, the Sufi authorities' recent move 
towards transparency was motivated, however, more by the fact that they are operating within the 
context of the Islamic Republic and the socio-political and socio-theological implications 
involved therein. That they both felt secure enough to publish an online archive—where such 
digital activity will without question be noted by the authorities and as a result possesses the 
potential to draw their ire in a way that meetings and closely circulated CDs perhaps would 
                                                                                                                                            
Khomeini in the shortened version stated here. See Momen 1985, Chelkowsi and Dabashi 1999, 
Khosronejad 2013 for more on the appropriation and use of this phrase. 
 
172  As ongoing conflicts between Shi'i and Sunni groups currently characterizes the state of affairs 
throughout many parts of the world, this may seem a curious statement to make. In regards to the question 
of the mere continued existence of Shi'i sm as a whole, however, the situation today is vastly more secure 
than it has been throughout most of its history. Certainly, when compared with the tiny population of early 
Shi'i groups, coupled with the intense persecution they faced under Sunni regimes like the Abbasid and 
Tamerlane dynasties, the existence and persistence of the faith as a whole is today much less in doubt. (See 





not—while doing so at least in part to distinguish themselves from another mystical group that 
remarks upon issues of human rights speaks volumes about their consideration of the broader 
socio-political landscape. Indeed, the initial creation of the site reveals their confidence in going 
"public" in Iran in a way they had heretofore had not, while the site's existence in part as a 
disclaimer of sorts is reflective of their need to distance themselves from issues of a more 
contested variety. In other words, the mystics' have felt the need to assert their "neutrality" as a 
direct response to their reading of the socio-political realm; a move that is in and of itself, exists as 
a political decision. To react to the discourses of power is to reveal one's position within it; even a 
distancing is a move from something which must have first been recognized. Here then, through 
the emergence of the digital archive, we see the influence of the social on the theological, and vice 
versa. 
Persistent Archives 
To conclude then, we must return to the question of our initial topic of inquiry: how to 
understand the careful guarding of the private archives of individual members in the wake of this 
move towards transparency. Ultimately, the question remains: why do some mystics insist on 
treating their collections as housing texts which elaborate upon "secret ideas" when in fact the 
very texts have already been revealed to an audience the scale of which they on the individual 
level could never even reach? Why keep such careful watch on the paper version of treatises and 
epistles which are now available online in a digital format? 
I would posit that there are several answers to this question. First, that some collections are 
kept hidden from view, stored in cabinets and not in plain sight, was in some instances done 
intentionally as a protective measure in the event of any potential hostile individuals entering the 





of persecution if one reveals oneself to be a darvish, however unlikely the chance. For these 
individuals then, their personal collections are treated as clandestine materials in order to avoid 
any confrontations with any potentially hostile actors. I would note, however, that this group, who 
purposefully kept their homes free of any outward signs of their involvement with a Sufi order 
compromised a minority as a larger number of mystics in fact had portraits and photographs of 
current and past quotbs on the walls of the home, leaving little question as to their spiritual 
allegiances. 
For those who fall outside of this category of the very cautious then, there must be other 
motivating factors regarding their treatment of the archives. For these individuals, I would posit 
that their conduct is due to their belief in the potency of the mystical epistemologies that lie in their 
possession. As previously discussed, ideally it is only the sheikhs who are charged with handling 
such charged materials. As "lay Sufis" or rather unranked darvish, however, these are individuals 
who are wary of disseminating ideas as such responsibilities are supposedly outside their 
jurisdiction. Indeed, as the distribution of notes, communiques, and even texts might be seen as the 
analogous to the distributing of ideas, they may hence feel hesitant in carrying out such acts of 
circulation on their own, preferring instead to err on the side of caution. Intriguingly, while they 
discussed their personal experiences and interpretations of key concepts with me with ease, there 
was at times more deliberation and certainly more ceremony involved when it came to sharing 
their archival materials with me. And while of course anyone might treat an irreplaceable object 
like a relic or handwritten note with care, those textual materials—which were in fact 
replaceable—speaks to the great value bestowed upon these canonical works, as if they were the 
only version left. Considering this then, to have the responsibility of deciding who may be party to 





And it is to this point that the third part of the answer speaks: that what makes such modes 
of guarding and concealment unusual is that through these acts of safe-keeping they are protecting 
not only themselves, but those outside of mystical circles as well. As previously discussed, in the 
canonical literatures, the ideas must be kept secret because of the sheer potency of these concepts, 
and their potential misuse as well as potential harm which may befall those who are not ready for 
such powerful mystical epistemologies. Moreover, the possibility for the inappropriate 
dissemination of ideas is much more likely when the concepts are being conveyed by a lay mystic, 
one who has not achieved the role of teacher, or master. Thus, those who have been entrusted with 
these secrets yet who do not possess the capacity to teach others about "the path," must be 
especially diligent.173They must protect not only the integrity of the group as a whole, i.e. the risk 
involved with the corruption of the ideas via their inappropriate distribution, but they are also 
responsible for shielding others who may not be "ready" for them. 
"What kind of texts have you looked at? I know you have spoken with Hazrat Agha (the 
sheikh) but I'm afraid this one might confused you, or be too difficult. Sometimes people find 
these ideas upsetting." 
Ultimately, in the end then, perhaps what constitutes these scattered collections of written 
texts, photos, and relics as an archive is their insistence on fulfilling the now almost classical 
understanding of the role of the archive: a device for exclusion. Exclusion enacted here in part to 
preserve the sanctity of their own group at the risk of the corruption of their ideas, and in part also 
to protect those "not ready" for mystical epistemologies. What exact dangers to an individual the 
exposure to Sufi concepts entails, to those "not ready"—whether it be simple confusion, the 
                                            
173 This might provoke the question as to whether there have existed any sheikhs who have imparted 
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records of none, an unsurprising fact as pirs and saints are often considered infallible. Accounts and 
warnings of "false Sufis" or pretenders, meaning those who profess to be a sheikh or learned elder but are 





cryptic sounding "misdirections of the soul" on the "wrong path", or even the fear of instilling 
madness— certainly demands more analysis than afforded here. Essentially, what must be 
considered is that the danger to the un-intiated, to the non-Sufi, is understood to be very real. 
These documents and objects become an archive when the creators of these collections decided 
that they must be guarded from those on the outside. 
And while this last statement may contain familiar echoes of previous discussions of 
archival practice, it is essential to remember that the situation is further complicated here in that 
the Sufis of Iran possess neither great influence nor great power upon the "non-Sufi world" by any 
standards— be it financial, theological, or political. What this fervent commitment to 
safe-guarding of ideas and the exclusionary measures to contain them is based upon then, is not in 
the potency of the group itself, but rather the strange combination of their own vulnerability—left 
open to threats like the misrepresentations of their ideas as well as more systematic modes of 
persecution—and the simultaneous perceived potency of their own epistemologies. In other words, 
the discourses of power that typically accompany the question of the archive persist, but here we 
see an instance where the act of archiving is secondary to what is being amassed, organized, and 
contained;, it is both the trace and the thing itself174 or perhaps, the trace that misleads. While the 
archival process is indeed essential here, revealing those materials deemed worthy of record and 
posterity as well as the mystics' need for individuated study, what the careful safeguarding of the 
materials ultimately reveals is the Sufis' believe in the potency contained within the ideas 
themselves. As seemingly dangerous and reactive as precious metals, these are ideas which 
contain within them the potential for the greatest and gravest consequences for Sufis: that of the 
fate of the immortal soul (nafs). Thus, it is in this way that those who house the texts which reveal 
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The Dhikr Ritual, Listening Bodies, and Mystical Alternatives to Biopolitics 
(Unknowing of Body) 
"Therefore Sufism is not a religion, nor a sect, only music, rhythm, the inner vibration."175 
~Seyed Mustafah Azmayesh 
"I live by tangible experience and not by logical explanation...There all possibilities are exhausted; the 
"possible" slips away and the impossible prevails."176 
~ Georges Bataille 
Upon arrival, it is already very crowded. We locate spots on the floor, silently and 
gingerly stepping around the men and women already seated. Those who come after us hover 
around the doorway, spilling out into the next room. No matter. They'll still be able to hear things 
from there. 
Entering the room, one first notices that the walls are as crowded as the floor. From the 
carpet to the ceiling, the sides of the room are a veritable display case of instruments--long-necked 
setars and slim neys, round and delicate daf drums and even a sturdily mounted heavy-looking 
santur--, calligraphic works, large and small, relaying surahs from the Qur'an and ghazals from 
the Medieval canon; thick, black ink appearing even more emphatic against deep gold inlays. The 
two largest works are invocations: ya hazrat mowlana,ya hazrat ali, invocations of the saints 
whose names have been called up an endless amount of times, in a limitless array of situations and 
circumstances. And there is more: strings of prayer beads (tashih) of various colors, glass and 
plastic, pinned at various intervals, a cowhide, brown and white, stretched to full length, two old 
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cloaks (aheh) like the clergy wear, but that were worn by most men in Iran in the early part of the 
twentieth century; more sinister objects as well, chains and dast-bi, the objects used for 
self-flagellation in the Ashura ceremonies. There also the photographs: candid snapshots and 
formal portraits of several Iranian Sufi quoths and pirs, from various orders, of those both within 
Iran as well as living abroad, accompanied by a good number of photographs and sketches of the 
ostad, or master, who works in this space. 
He himself sits at the front of the room, on the floor like everyone else, slowly leafing 
through a large volume of poetry, his gaze cast downward. Several other enormous tomes are 
placed around him as well. 
The rest of the room sits quietly. A few whispered exchanges occur between neighbors, 
but generally all are silent. Their silence communicates both their readiness and their expectation. 
Not long after, the ostad clears his throat and begins. 
He starts with Mowlana, reading and interpreting, reading through the lines and then in the 
same breath offering his interpretation (tafsir). He speaks slowly and deliberately, taking pains to 
provide emphasis where he deems necessary, holding his gaze out to his listeners: do they 
understand this point? He discusses literary allusions and contesting views, metaphors and 
rhythms, asks questions to no one in particular and sometimes offers answers, and then re-reads 
the lines (hayt) before continuing onward. He moves through the tomes, reading the words aloud, 
then speaking aloud their meaning, or at least a possibility of their meaning, in a tone both 
pedagogical and animated, his own eloquence a respectful response to the beautifully crafted 
phrases, his cadence going up and down like the swirling calligraphy on the page. 
And the people listen. Mainly intently, it would seem. Men and women, the youngest 




serious countenances, some with gazes downward, others with gazes upward, a few look at the 
ostad, with a strangely impassive, almost knowing glance. Some are crying... 
Until slowly, the ostad concludes his readings, and slowly brings out his kamonche, 
resting it across his lap. He plays at the instrument, tuning and tightening the strings, until slowly 
the notes he has plucked from the strings begin to resemble a melody, phrases moving in and out, 
improvised always. A frame drum (daf player joins him, softly, playing from the back of the room. 
The phrases are mournful, and contemplative, the punctuations of the daf acting more as emphasis, 
a friend verbally agreeing with you, than rhythmic pacesetter. This sing-songing phrases continue, 
until suddenly you realize the melody has become more focused, more assertive, no longer sliding 
back into silence or starting over again. The musical phrases are still improvised but always 
driving forward now, always moving forward at a steady pace. The daf too has grown less 
intermittent, following along in the manner of a sturdy companion. The steady pace continues, 
until one begins to realize the sounds of the kamoncheh are increasing in volume, increasing in 
tempo, when suddenly you realize they have reached a rollicking pace, the emphasis coming on 
the beginning of each measure, forming a repetitive and hypnotic phrasing, one after the other, 
clear and relentless, once and again, once and again, as if each measure is the first, and you cannot 
escape. Long mournful notes emerge sporadically, their duration all the more pointed as they are 
ultimately swept away by the quick ones that succeed it. The singing notes of the stringed 
instrument reach up and out, but the first note in the phrase is still the most important. It continues 
in this way until it all becomes about that one note, the ones that follow simply trailing in its wake, 
allowing one to prepare oneself before the onslaught returns again. 
And then suddenly the kamoncheh has fallen away, the ostad having put down his stringed 
instrument and taken up another daf, another frame drum, to join his accompanist performing 




now, in unison, the auditory pattern arriving from the front and the back of the room, flat palms 
hitting the stretched material, rolling fingers forming a stacco beat, hard carsses along the frame's 
edge making a whooshing sound to join the hard percussions. Faster and faster the notes come, the 
players moving their whole bodies now, shoulders rising, pushing themselves forward while 
seated, rocking back and forth. The rolling sounds continue forward. All is rhythm now, impact 
and speed. 
The old man with the wiry beard rocks his head forward and back, forward and back, 
raising his hands from above his knees as if in danger of losing his balance, half jumping up from 
his position on bended knees, several women bury their heads in theirs hands, their sobbing filling 
the space, other heads sway slowly sideways, tiled first one way the other, the listeners close their 
eyes, perhaps to shut out all the other senses, to inundate themselves with sound and sound alone. 
Others move, up and forward, back and down, or side to side, their bodies demanding recognition, 
movement as affirmation? 
The rhythms continue. We are lost somehow, pulses quickened and for no other reason 
than the sound emitted by the players before us, our circulatory system responding to pulses of the 
drums, disoriented in the wake of an external rhythm. "Hu!" 
Breathe deeply in the wake of fast pulsations, I was told, so you may keep your calm.  
Louder and louder, until an abrupt and dramatic stop. 
The room returns the silence of the drums, as bodies relax and soften, and people sit 







Drawing from ethnographic and textual research, this chapter explores Nimatullahi Sufi 
theories of the body and subjectivity within the dhikr ritual, with a special focus as to how such 
theories position themselves within Iran today more broadly. While the dhikr is typically relegated 
to discussions of a purely esoteric nature, depicted as the archetypical ritual practice advocating 
the purest type of escapist transcendentalism, upon closer examination the epistemology and 
aesthetic theory that underlie it reveal a much more complicated reality. 
By adhering neither to the codes of a metaphysical orthodoxy nor any epistemic totality, it 
is my conjecture here that the dhikr ritual in post-revolutionary Iran positions itself outside the 
realms of both Jafari jurisprudence as well as the monumentalism of Enlightenment thought. In 
more rough terms, these mystical formations can be conceived as neither currents of the 
"pre-modern" nor may they be situated within the project of modernity, carving for themselves 
instead a form of an alternative sphere to the typical binaries. Indeed, by bypassing the 
dichotomies of theology and humanism, the rational and the irrational, the dhikr ritual has 
positioned it within a sort of alternate sphere. 
To demonstrate this, this chapter will focus upon the following: 1) recent interpretations of 
the objective of the dhikr ritual: fana, or the dissolution of subjectivity. To briefly summarize, 
fana is typically described in Sufi literatures as the removal of the "lower-soul" (nafs-e amaarra) 
in the wake of the remembrance of or union with the divine (tawhid). In discussing fana with my 
interlocutors, however, this dissolution of subjectivity was described in language that was 
markedly distinct from that of the sheikhs and classical literatures. For while the spiritual 
authorities (both textual and human), describe a destabilization of the soul, ego, being, or self, the 
unranked Sufis (darvish) describe fana as a loss of something closer to what might be called 
socio-political identity, a loosening of those categories of the self—class, gender, national 




social as well as metaphysical landscape in much more explicit terms than often understood. 2) 
The consideration of the dhikr as an aesthetic phenomenon, one where the listening act emerges as 
a mode of critical engagement for the destabilization of subjectivity. Here, we turn to Sufi 
aesthetic theories to examine the three stages of the dhikr ritual: knowing, ecstasy/ excitement 
(wajd), and motion, ultimately culminating in a mystical theory of the body that resides outside the 
realm of biopolitics and yet, one that, due to the aforementioned reimagining offana, is never fully 
divorced from it.  
 
Ritual of Remembrance 
Before venturing further however, let us take a moment to discuss the more basic elements 
of the dhikr ritual. As previously stated, it must be understood that the objective of the Sufi dhikr is 
the remembrance of God through the loss of self. The word dhikr itself means "recognition" and 
"remembrance," and has also been translated as a condition of "mindfulness," therein indicating 
that a consciousness is implicated within this act of reminiscence.177 The word and concept also 
exist outside of the musical ceremony examined here. Moreover, there exist two primary modes of 
the dhikr ritual: the "recollection of the tongue," which involves, at the very least, some form of 
vocalization, and the "recollection of the heart,"178  also known as the silent dhikr. For our 
purposes, we will be focusing on the former here and the latter in the following chapter. As such, 
these "recollections of the tongue" manifest themselves as vocal utterances, performed either by a 
singer or brought to life by all participants in unision. The content of the vocalizations will be 
discussed in further detail later in the chapter, but for now it is useful to know that what is spoken 
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or sung is typically an invocation of the either declaration of the faith known as the shahada, the 
Ninety-Nine Names of God, or a simple Allah-hu179, among other things. Accompanying the 
vocal element is typically a series of percussion instruments, primarily the large and light-weight 
frame drum known as the daf, and although woodwinds and string instruments were 
systematically forbidden in the classical era,180 their use has become more prevalent today.181 The 
number of participants within a specific dhikr varies greatly, ranging from several hundred to a 
small group or, in some interpretations, a single individual may also conduct and experience a 
dhikr ritual, and the role of an order's (tariqa) sheikh within the dhikr also varies widely within the 
disparate Sufi groups.182 
The occasions for holding a dhikr are found variety of different situations and 
circumstances in Iran today. Amongst the organized orders with whom I worked who did utilize 
dhikr, a dhikr was usually held in conjunction with some sort of holiday, usually a birthday of an 
Imam or a member of the Ahl-al bayt or some celebratory occasion such as the day of the initial 
revelation of the Quran, Other times, a dhikr was not held in conjunction with any particular event 
or occasion but simply for the sake of holding a dhikr because "we hadn't had one in a while." 
Similarly, other mystical groups would also hold dhikr rituals in conjunction with birthday 
(moludi) holidays, but they would hold them more frequently and also less exclusively tied to any 
specific event than the formal order with whom I worked. 
In terms of the musical or percussive accompaniment, the auditory element of the dhikr 
ritual that the groups used varied from the Sufis themselves singing and playing instruments, to 
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the playing of a CD or cassette recording, to a live performance. The north Tehran women's group, 
for example, would often hire a professional female singer who would sing for the group and play 
a daf, performing mystical songs as the women would go into an excited state (hal), sometimes 
singing along themselves. The youth groups would often play a recording of a daf performance or 
something that they felt was similarly appropriate, the terms of which were determined above all 
else by the rhythmic qualities of any piece of music they chose, in other words something that 
closely approximated the pulsing rhythms of the traditional dhikr rather than anything that bore a 
lyrical or melodic similarity. The Kermani musicians, of course, would almost exclusively 
perform a dhikr with some members of their own group performing. The Kermani Sufis varied the 
greatest in terms of musical accompaniment, such that sometimes one of their own would perform 
a daf, the women listening to the amplified version of a performance coming from within in the 
men's section, other times a group would gather informally and they might listen to a recording. 
Despite the differences in variation, however, the dhikr rituals of the disparate groups 
maintain a fairly uniform format, one that was remarkable only in that it was not entirely 
dissimilar to a group of people listening to a piece of music together in a room. Indeed, perhaps 
the main or engagement that may be typical to such group listening exercises. Stages of the Dhikr 
With this basic description of the ceremony in place, we might now turn our attention to 
understand the different stages that comprise the ritual as a whole. Ultimately, it is only upon the 
completion or passing through of these three stages where one might achieve the ultimate goal of 
fana. 
To describe the stages of the dhikr, I look to a text by Javad Nurbakhsh, In the Tavern of Ruin, 
who's writings are based largely on the works Al-Ghazzali's writings on the most ethical way to 




of what he calls the stations of music exactly183, designating the three states of the dhikr ritual as 
the following:: 1) understanding, 2) wajd, ecstasy or overwhelmed, 3) motion, or dance. These 
are experienced (and hence, achieved) strictly in that order, such that the succession of the stages 
indicates a progressive distancing of the self. 
The first stage, understanding, operates primarily as a pre-cursor or framework for the 
other two. Understanding is experienced by "those whose minds are occupied with religion,"184 
meaning those who approach the listening process with proper intention, that they are both 
unconcerned with extra-spiritual matters and concerned only with remembrance of the divine. 
This question of mystical understanding will be discussed in more detail later on. 
The second stage is that of wajd, often described as "ecstasy," although I would contend 
that such a description offers a poor translation. First, it does not necessarily entail the feeling of 
unbridled joy that characterizes the word in English. Instead, within Sufi terminology wajd 
connotes something closer to the sensation of being overwhelmed, as Nurbakhsh describes: 
"When a strong yearning for God arises in the sufi during Sama [dhikr], and he becomes agitated 
and experiences various emotions, he is said to be in a state of wajd".185 Thus, wajd is understood 
to be that which involves or, more accurately, invokes, a state of heightened emotions and feelings, 
an unable stable and volatile state, rather than the emotion itself as in the case of "ecstasy." 
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It also sometimes described as an "unveiling." It is the moment before what is often argued 
to be the ultimate goal in Sufism: wahdat al-wujud, unity with the divine being. To describe in 
concise terms: a person said to exist in a state of separation from God. During the wajd stage of the 
dhikr and other moments of heightened awareness of the divine, it is then that the person becomes 
reminded of this separation, resulting in an outpouring of emotion. 
 
In the terminology of Sufism, wajd is.the unveiling of something from the 'unseen world' to his 
innermost being; or it is a state between the sufi and God. Sometimes it seems to come from the 
pain of separation, at other times from a burning love and ardor for God, but usually it is 
experienced with the pain of separation. When this is felt in the sufi's innermost being and takes 
charge of him, he may appear disturbed and noises or shouts may come from him.186 
Wajd then is the revelation of divine unseen and its subsequent impact upon the human. As if a 
wave overtaking the body, wajd causes an awareness "when it reaches the heart" (emphasis added) 
affecting both body and spirit. One is able to experience such a moment through either the 
realization and awareness of the disparateness between the self and God, or through a deep 
yearning for the divine; its presented as almost a form of threshold being crossed. It is imperative 
to remember, however, that this stage of wajd is distinct from wujud, complete union with the 
divine, in that some semblance of the self remains. In other words, when one is in wajd they have 
gone beyond the self, but is still aware that he has gone beyond, where as in wujud even that 
awareness had dissipated, as Nurbakhsh notes: "He who is in a state of Wajd has still not gone 
beyond the last veil of the worldly self."187 This unveiling is thus the second stage of the dhikr 
ritual. 
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Following wajd, the final stage of the ceremony is discussed as either dance, or motion. 
This is the stage where, confronted with the unveiling of the metaphysical world, their body 
begins to move involuntarily, as Nurbakhsh notes: "In true Sufism, the tearing of clothes, and all 
movements and dancing, are involuntary."188 This involuntary aspect is also key here, as there 
exist other Sufi orders throughout the world who practice a routinized form of dance and 
movement during their dhikr ritual, most notably the Alevi order in Turkey and certain 
Naqshbandiya sects, but for those Nimatullahi Sufis who embrace sama and dhikr this type of 
motion is ultimately spontaneous, where one is overcome by movement and dance. 
Here then, the corporeal mirrors the psycho-spiritual, where the overwhelming emotions 
experienced in wajd extend themselves into the body, where they are then translated as motion. 
Just as the emotions experienced are involuntary, so too are these bodily movement. Nurbakhsh 
explains this coming together of body and "heart" as the following: "The purpose of such 
movements is to harmonize the body with the heart; these movements must be done while the 
attention is in and of God, with the corresponding zekr.189" As the third and final stage of the 
listening process in the dhikr ritual, the body has followed the heart which has followed the initial 
intention. Here, the Sufi has achieved remembrance of God at the highest level, and the loss of self 
within the dhikr ritual is complete. Usually, they will come out of this state only when the music 
ceases to play. 
Fana: Theories of Immanence and the Transformation of Self 
With this basic framework of the definition and stages of dhikr in place, we might now turn 
our attention to the concept of fana, or the dissolution of the self through the full immersion with 
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the divine. Fana is most commonly translated as "annihilation of the self," but the word also exists 
in English as: extinguishing, dissolving, fading, destroying, and dying away. It is not an idea or 
practice belonging exclusively within the confines of the dhikr ritual, but exists instead as a 
primary tenant of mysticism as a whole; one of the many paths that lead to the transformation of 
the self. 
Javad Nurbakhsh describes it in perhaps the simplest terms: "Fana is the.. .contemplation] 
of the being of the Divine, thus annihila[ting] his own being. .His inward state is annihilated in the 
Divine, while outwardly he is present in the external environment and completely aware of what 
his happening around him."190 Thus, we have the removal of "being," and the "inward state" 
through the act of contemplation of the divine. Hajj Shaykh Muhammad Hasan Salih 'Ali Shah 
explains fana as to "die to oneself," or "death before death191," invoking the oft-use refrain of 
passing away while still alive, in order to engage with the realm of the divine will still within a 
mortal body, a transformation so extreme that only death will suffice as an accurate analogy. 
Seyed Mustafa Azmayesh describes it in more abstract terms: 
 
In other words, consider your true self as being like crystal sugar (nabat). Nabat cannot crystallize 
without first being dissolved into water. So for crystallization to occur, the sugar has to be 
dissolved in the water. The water is the reality, the intervention of the Mater, in order to allow this 
process to occur.. .This process of dissolution is called fana in Sufism, which means annihilation. 
In appearance the sugar is completely dissolved, but only when it has disappeared completely it 
can crystallize. Crystallization in Sufism is called Baqa, which means to become eternal."192 
                                            
190 Nurbakhsh 1980: 26 
 
191 Sali Ali Shah 1993: 40 




Describing fana as an almost chemical reaction, Azmayesh highlights here the way in 
which it functions as a process and mode of becoming, one dependent upon internactions with the 
external world as well. 
In typical mystical fashion, however, these supposed points of clarification only lead to 
more inquiries, and it is hence worth examining the nature of this loss of self more specifically. 
What does this dissolution of subjectivity mean precisely? Is fana a form of possession, where 
subjectivity is replaced by the imposition of a foreign host? Or is it perhaps an instance of trance, 
where a person submits to wishes of a form of a bewitching medium? 
While there are certainly resonances with both modalities, particularly in regard to the 
transformation of everyday consciousness, I would argue that fana distinguishes itself from both. 
For in both possession and trance, the emphasis is on a outward force acting upon the individual, 
even if the individual has prepared themselves accordingly—either through ceremony or simple 
mental prepardedness—for the event, there is here the idea that the imposing force is more 
responsible for the transformation of the individual than the person themselves. In fana, the 
emphasis is on the practioner to guide their own experience, such that the mental processes of 
meditation fikr) and concentration (tamarkoz) are said to act as the primary driving forces of the 
entire enterprise. "I thought of You so often/that I completely became You./Little by little You 
drew near,/and slowly but slowly I passed away. Thus, the sufi is in constant remembrance of 
God."193 The music acts only as an aesthetic means to a spiritual end, a device, as we shall explore 
later, to put one in contact with one's own divine attributes. 
Moreover, it is important to note that the "remembrance of God" does not suggest either 
God or any other sort of spirit, (jinn, houri) possessing or entering the body of their own accord. 
                                            




Not only due to the aforementioned reasons, where the individual is said to be primarily 
responsible for the transformation of subjectivity, but due to the fact that such a suggestion would 
violate Sufi theories of the divine as an immanent force as discussed in an earlier chapter; rather 
than operating as pure transcendence. To re-cap, within Nimatullahi Sufism, to seriously accept 
that the divine exists in all things at all times, means to accept that any and all, people and things, 
similarly possess elements of the divine, or at the very least its potential, within themselves. 
Immanence is often compared to a horizontal theory of metaphysics, rather than a vertical one. We 
simply live unaware of such registers due to our own ignorance until further advancing on the 
mystical path. 
Which bring us to perhaps the most crucial idea of fana: that to lose the self means not that 
one has been replaced by the divine, merely that the distinction between the person and divine has 
been collapsed. There is a subtle but key distinction there: In this way, the annihilation of the self 
is perhaps better understood as the removal of the boundary, or as is more commonly known, the 
veil, which separates the two. 
Finally, it is also imperative to remember that it is only the rare Sufi master, one most 
"advanced on the path," who actually are said to achieve this state. Indeed, despite the clear 
delineation of the objective of the dhikr, only a few are able to reach such rareified planes of 
experience. Thus, everyone else, including those with whom I spoke, are capable of only partial 
success, which is itself a specific state one where: "one is able to achieve annihilation of the self, 
but one is aware of this annihilation." In other words, some level of consciousness remains. The 
Sufi then, is caught between consciousness and unconsciousness, the tangible and the intangible: 
this is what we will later call the realm of bodily knowledge. However, at this point it is crucial to 
remember that, during the dhikr ritual, some element of consciousness for these particular Sufis 




Contemporary Interpretations of Remembrance and Dissolutions of Subjectivity 
 
This section explores interpretations, understandings, and experiences of fana by unranked 
Sufi (darvish), or those not holding any positions of spiritual authority or possessing any extensive 
training. My intent in separating the conversations with the darvish and the conversations I had 
with sheikhs is to highlight any key differences between the two regarding specific concepts and 
topics. As elaborated upon elsewhere, I was particularly interested in exploring any existing 
intellectual difference between the groups due to the fact that, in recent decades, Sufi Orders have 
relaxed the often rigorous training that accompanies admission into an order. Without the strict 
master-disciple (pir-murid) structure in place, there is hence more room for darvish to interpret 
Sufi concepts via other intellectual or epistemological frameworks that a highly trained mystic 
may not be either interested or invested in. This is not to suggest however, that those students who 
do pursue years of rigorous training at the hands of a master simply parrot the interpretation of 
their sheikh, never to contribute a creative re-imagining of a central concept, nor that they are not 
engaged with schools of thought outside of their own, as even today Sufis are engaged with fields 
of study such psychology, biology, and Buddhism to name but a few of their intellectual 
interlocutors. What I am suggesting instead, however, is that I have found that those Iranian 
darvish who are more "casually" engaged with formalized mysticism—again meaning those who 
possess minimal training or study, a category of mystics which does not even exist in certain 
orders that only admit those who commit to extensive study—have a tendency to interpret 
classical concepts using language and ideas outside of classical Sufi terminology, as the following 
demonstrates. 
Indeed, this is certainly case when it comes to the annihilation of the self which, even by 




working definition of the concept, although a good number professed that they were unsure of the 
intricacies of the idea, with more than one interlocutor again suggesting I turn to the guidance of 
the sheikh, especially for such "complicated" ideas. And while it is true that the vaguaries of fana 
are quite profound, the concept itself is well known enough that even some individuals outside of 
mystical circles have heard of it as well. 
Before discussing annihilations of the self, however, I began by asking my interlocutors to 
describe their understanding of the dhikr ritual in the broadest terms, first asking them what they 
understood to be the objective of the ceremony. I hoped to then compare their responses to those 
objectives delineated within Sufi literatures and the prescriptions of their sheikhs regarding the 
topic. It was interesting, although perhaps unsurprising, to note that their initial responses always 
hewed more closely and demonstrated more parallels with that of the spiritual authorities. Indeed, 
the immediate response of my interlocutors usually invoked some iteration of the fundamental 
idea that the objective of the dhikr is the remembrance of God, as one sagely noted "The goal of 
remembrance is the rembrance of God." Others used words like "mindfulness," "awareness" or 
"being with" or "close-ness" with God. A small but still not insignificant number started their 
explanation with the idea that the purpose of the ritual is the loss of the self, sometimes using the 
more technical "falling away" or "extinguishing" and other times employing the colloquial 
"forgetting" of the self. Sometimes the goal was presented in more personalized terms, stating that 
"the goal, at least for me.," and in other instances people referred to the sheikhs or the quotb 
specifically. In both these cases, it seemed a deferral to authority, the latter more explicitly than 
the former. 
After this initial response, I asked my interlocutors to elaborate a bit further--although 
many did so without my prodding, as to what they meant by "awareness of God." In doing so, 




"coming back" or the becoming "conscious" of God: "Of course God is always with us, but when 
we remember, we become aware of His presence." Thus, dhikr operates as a catalyst to remind one 
of the omnipresence of metaphysics: an activation of memory which results in the affirmation of 
the idea of an a-priori supreme being: that which was always there. The guarantee of the unseen 
companion, one whom, in the eyes of the faithful, is there to guide and protect, never wavering. 
Beyond the affirmation of the presence of the divine, the assurance that God is always 
there, only that the individual had forgotten his presence, more often than not, however, I was told 
that to remember the divine is to remember that which was essential in life: "When we remember 
God, we remember those things which are really important, not these things which just distract 
us." Similarly, another Sufi explained it thusly: "Dhikr means remembrance, and with the dhikr 
ritual we are able to remember God in a very profound way. Everything else falls away, these silly 
things we are all concerned about, and then we feel the deep love of God instead." I received 
numerous iterations of this same assertion: that to remember God is an affirmation of that which is 
significant in life, namely the love of God and the presence of God, rather that which is at once 
insignificant yet occupies most of our time and energies. When questioned as to what exactly was 
being referred to as these "insignificant" things and occurrences, people responded by giving 
examples which included actions as imperative as finding a job to feelings as petty as an envy at a 
friend's new car. 
They would give examples of "insignificant" or "less worthy" things such as "worrying 
about school," "getting good exam scores," "making money," "traffic" or alternately, "the stresses 
of traffic",194 "worrying about what others think, what the neighbors think," "worrying about 
elections," "the things I have to get to for the day," "concerns of someone attacking the country," 
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"dealing with difficult people," among other concerns. Another category within this insignificant 
group were the negative emotions such as "jealousy" and "unhappiness" or not being satisfied 
with one' material possessions or finances. While these examples certainly constitutes a broad 
category of concerns, what is imperative to observe here is that they are all contrasted with and 
presented as seemingly disparate from the realm of God. Indeed, we see an amalgamation of 
experiences and feelings that might be categorized as the concerns of the trials and tribulations of 
the everyday as presented as counter to the divine register. Following this, to remember during the 
dhikr ritual necessitates a certain distancing from these experiences and emotions, to redirect one's 
focus from long and short term "practical" goals to the recognition of the presence of the 
metaphysical register. 
From here, I continued my discussion by inquiring about fana in particular, which was 
unusually described as the "annihilation" of the self in plain language, using words such as 
"forgetting" faramushi) or "quieting" (khamushi). Upon elaborating, however, what soon became 
apparent, was that the transformative elements of fana seemed to emphasize the individual 
distancing from the social realm as well as a growing immediacy with the divine. Indeed, just as 
the remembrance of the God was largely understood to be a removal from worrying about 
everyday things, here too fana was understood to be a distancing from one's identity based in the 
material realm, or the self that emerges from these more banal socio-economic concerns. More 
specifically, the question I posed was: "What does fana, the loss of self, mean to you?195" A 
sampling of my responses are as follows: 
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- "It means, I don't think about myself, or things like work, I think about nothing. My 
mind is clear/empty." 
- "You know, I don't think about me, that I'm a woman or as a student or as a daughter in 
Iran today, or anything, really. My heart is just open." 
- "It means the disappearance of myself, at least to myself." 
- "Fana means I'm not thinking about myself, that I need to get a job, because I'm not 
even important. My job is not important! It is only God." 
- "Fana is that, I am not just a person by myself, a young man with studies to do, but I 
become a part of the bigger universe. 
- "When you go into Fana, you leave this plane. This country with all its problems; I stop 
being, you know, my and just go into the heart of God." 
- "Fana means I am full of God after the removal of my attributes, a middle class person, 
a teacher, I am empty and full." 
- "I can do anything!" 
Based upon these responses, a number of patterns emerge. First, there was the idea that the 
loss of self is closely tied with some sort of engagement with the spiritual being, an engagement 
that range results in a heightening of the level of intimacy with the divine to a transformation of 
the self. More specifically, this engagement with the divine was expressed in a number of ways: 1) 
the "closeness" or "immediacy" with God, 2) "entrance" of God into the self. 3) "full of God" or 
"filled with God," to name just a few. Thus, the responses ranged from an increased intimacy with 
God, suggesting that some semblance of the self remained intact, to those who used language that 
indicated a perhaps more profound displacement of the self — being "filled" with God rather than 
being "near" to God. Certainly, to consider the intactness of one's subjectivity while being used as 




the idea that the self is malleable to such deep infiltration, or perhaps even co-existence, and hence 
transformation. More broadly, however, in all cases discussing the loss of self, it may be argued 
that at the very least there is some re-positioning of the self vis-a-vis the divine, which even by 
itself possesses ramifications for the subjectivity of the individual. 
Another key point made through these responses was the repeated assertion of the 
understanding of the insignificance of one's self. Repeatedly, the Sufis proclaimed that either 
themselves or "their worries" were "not important," stressing that they were no longer concerned 
with themselves during the dhikr ritual. This experience of realizing the smallness or 
insignificance of one'se self is an important distinction from the classical literatures, where the 
transformative elements of fana are emphasized, noting the "absence" and "ignorance" of one's 
individual attributes and what they are replaced with—namely, "divine attributes"—rather than 
the diminishing of the individual. That said, the focus on things beyond oneself is certainly the 
aim as expressed by the masters, and such a goal is seemingly being achieved, if perhaps 
over-emphasized, here. Ultimately, it be could be argued that placing such an emphasis on the 
lack of importance of the self, the Sufis are still operating at the level of consciousness, or the 
level of the "awareness of the unawareness." Far from indicating a failure to achieve fana, 
however, remember that this in fact a particular form of fana, as only those who have achieved the 
level of master are capable of total annihilation of the subjectivity. 
Indeed, the darvish also reported that fana involves a high level of concentration, as the 
process of thinking and contemplation are constantly invoked. Indeed, when answering the 
question, what does the loss of self mean to you?", nearly half of my respondents replied with 
some iteration of the idea that it means they "think about" or "don't think about" something, and 
hence elaborating upon their thought process instead. In all these instances, then, it is important to 




the masters, where consciousness during fana remains a tenuous and even controversial argument, 
the responses of the darvish indicate that they remain in and out of conscious thought in more 
explicit terms. 
Ultimately, however, the responses that perhaps most deviated from the classical 
literatures were those that explained the loss of self as the loss of social, political, economic, 
and/or gendered identity. Time and again, the experience of fana was described to me as the 
distancing or erasure of one's understanding of oneself as a student or a woman or someone with 
financial problems; in other words, the annihilation of the self was understood in terms of the 
annihilation of one's self- determined socio-economic standing rather than the extinguishing of the 
lower soul (nafs-e ammarra). I classify these categorizations as specifically "self-determined" 
because I do not qualify their responses against any formal standardized definitions, i.e. I am not 
confirming the accuracy of "middle class" against any external classification system. 
But let us take a moment to re-visit the comments of my interlocutors more specifically to 
better understand those categories which were no longer a source of pre-occupation. Indeed, at 
times the language of liberation was used: "no longer did I have to think about x," "at the hand of 
X I was freed", "I was relieved of X" 
many noted that during the dhikr ritual, they were no longer pre-occupied by 1) concerns 
about finances and employment: 2) concern about gender: many noted that they no longer 
considered themselves as having a gendered identity either, although it is significant if 
unsurprising that that this was reported by women more than men, 3) concerns about the state of 
the economy and the current political landscape, 4) concerns about traffic and pollution: a problem 
of grave consequence in Tehran, 5) stresses from family or friends, relationship problems. These 
are categories which are largely external to oneself, with the intriguing and more complicated 




In this way, subjecthood is understood to be defined as a configuration of disparate identities 
culled from the socio-economic realm: the self is the political self, the self if the economic self, the 
gendered self, as from their comment it may be argued that the loss of self is the loss of identity 
politics, those essentailized categories to which were are born. It is for this reason that these 
categories were mentioned in response to the question: "What does the loss of self mean to you?" 
It should be noted too that question begs the idea that the self is in fact an obstacle to 
overcome, as it is indeed present within classical Sufi literatures as well. Here then, what needs to 
be overcome is. The "self is thus seemingly defined by that which they find challenging, 
encumbering, and leaves them feeling disenfranchised. Moreover, a self which is being 
constricted by external limitations, preventing them from achieving union with the divine. Where 
previously Sufis discussed the objective of dhikr as the loss of self in terms of a more generalized 
self-awareness, here it is the awareness of one's position within the broader socio-political realm 
that is put into question and ultimately, what seems to be at stake. The transformation of 
subjectivity occurs at the 
And while the re-configuration of their understanding of themselves vis-a-vis the divine 
should not be under emphasized here, it is only a reconfiguration that arises in the wake of the loss 
of social identity. As previously noted, this articulation of the annihilation of the self as a loss of a 
social identities is a drastic departure from descriptions of the same phenomenon made by spiritual 
authorities, both contemporary and canonical. Indeed, in the writings of Sufi authorities, this 
reconfiguration or annihilation of the self in the wake of the unveiling of the divine, or fana, occurs 
at a number of levels. The one most relevant here, however, would be the level where the loss of 
"human attributes" occurs. While most of the writing focuses on the transformation after the 
unveiling of or contact with the divine, this one stage does reflect those human elements which fall 




The larger distinction then, is it that these "human attributes" entail more universal 
emotions and affectations — attributes such as limited vision into the "unreality," jealousy, envy, 
petty desires for wealth and power — all that which makes us weak and fallible. In contrast, rather 
than cite the intellectual and emotional limitations of humans, their inability to see beyond the 
material realm, my interlocutors have framed the loss of human attributes as the loss of what I 
have been calling identity politics. The self has thus been re-imagined as a convalescence of a 
series of essentialized categorizes determined by the larger power structures in which it resides. 
Obviously, neither in Iran nor elsewhere is this mode of thinking anything particularly new. What 
it is note-worthy, however, is that this form of discourse has entered interpretations within the 
confines of what might be called a mystical experience. Especially within the framework of 
contemporary Iranian Sufism which, as elaborated upon in a previous chapter, has rigorously and 
very explicitly laid claim to a resolute disinterest in anything approaching the political, the 
difference is all the more striking. In contrast is that here, the removal of those human elements 
has been transformed into a removal from their place within the discourses of power in all its 
instantiations. And while I would not go so far as to categorize this as a mode of "resistance," in 
that the 1) the Sufis did not articulate it their experience in such terms, and 2) to place this 
destabilization of subjectivity in such a purely oppositional binary would be to reorient the 
question of intentionality entirely. 
At this point, however, the obvious assertion to be made is that the dhikr and the fana that 
accompanies it are merely operating at the level of pure transcendence; where one is removed 
from the material realm by a complete separation and immersion into the metaphysical realm. In 
order to understand why such an assertion falls short to fully grasp the intricacies of this loss of 
subjectivity, we will need to examine that which has heretofore gone unmentioned: the process 





Sufi Aesthetic Theories: Unknowing of Body 
From here, we might now elaborate upon the role of music in the transformation of the self. 
As the dhikr of the tongue operates as a "musical" event, the question arises now as to why sound 
is necessary to dislodge subjectivity. What specific qualities does the auditory possess to carry out 
such a lofty task? Thus far we have only made mention of the powers of concentration and 
meditation, but how is the destabilization of subjectivity really purported to be achieved? 
According to contemporary and classical Sufi epistemology, the answer lies in the aesthetic 
experience of the dhikr. 
This section hence examines what might it entail to understand the dhikr as an aesthetic 
experience, and how might the implicated spiritual beliefs of this ritual performance 
simultaneously influence and be influenced by these sensorial encounters? In order to pursue this 
inquiry, it will ultimately be necessary to posit the dhikr at that strangest of junctures: the instance 
between the material and immaterial divide. 
Before embarking any further, there may be those who would consider such a 
methodology problematic on the grounds that the dhikr constitutes first and foremost a spiritual 
endeavor; thus, to consider it from the perspective of aesthetics would essentially amount to an 
imposition of "Western" (or perhaps even "secular") theory onto what might be considered an 
exclusively "Islamic practice." To solely confine the dhikr within the supposed framework of 
"Islamic thought," however, not only runs the risk of reducing an extremely complex and nuanced 
system of performance to a dogmatic system of classification, but would more detrimentally give 
false support to the construction of Islam as some sort of epistemological totality. Furthermore, as 




of Sufi poet Ayn al-Qudat Al-Hamadhani, such a theoretical misstep is not only an example of 
poor scholarship, but a fabrication of Orientalist perspective: 
 
I have turned to Ayn al-Qudat for the following reasons: first, to argue for a radical rethinking of 
'Islamic' social and intellectual history, delivered so far in the essentializing, positivist language of 
power-bashing Orientalism. Here, I wish to give an account of Ayn al- Qudat's life and thoughts in 
terms specific and particular to him, and not categorize him into the bland, ahistorical 
straight-jacket of 'Islamic Mysticism,' "Persian Sufism,' and 'Eastern Gnosticism.196 
Indeed, this positioning of Islam as discursive tradition is particularly important in the instance of 
Sufism, as many of the most popular modes of mystical thought were often at direct odds with the 
more dominant Qur'anic interpretations (one need only to consider the fate of Baba Taher or al- 
Hallaj197, as two extreme examples). It is for this reason that Dabashi posits the literary venture of 
Ayn al-Qudat as a "counter-narrative" to its own particular historical context, thereby reconciling 
the need to treat Ayn al-Qudat's writings as unique unto themselves as well as emerging from a 
specific set of influences and teachings. 
Thus, although I am less concerned with questions of historicity and more with inquiries 
into epistemology, it is in this way that I hope to address the dhikr as an aesthetic phenomenon 
operating out of a Sufi tradition, and a Sufi tradition operating within an aesthetic phenomenon. 
As a starting point into this exploration of the convergence of the material and 
metaphysical realms, let us begin more specifically, with the aestheticization of the verbal/vocal: 
that which is uttered, rather than those aspects of the ritual which may be construed as more 
traditionally "musical". Once again at this point it must be stressed that my intention here is not to 
understand the dhikr as simply a type of musical performance or even as a mode of artistic 
expression, but rather to explore the ways in which the senses are engaged within this mystical and 
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epistemological endeavor. Indeed, if our goal here is to disentangle and isolate the sensorial 
dimension, the physical surface of things, the dhikr physical sound of the words articulated aloud 
must surely be held supremely accountable. 
To review, language is typically used in the Nimatullahi Sufi ceremony in the following ways: 1) 
the recitation and analysis of poetry may precede the event, as in the example elaborated at the 
beginning of this chapter, 2) a phrase, either a verse from a surah from the Quran or a colloquialism 
invoking one of the saints such as "Help Me Ali" or "Ya Fatima" for example, may be repeated 
over and over again to induce a meditative or "focused" state, almost always at the beginning of the 
ceremony, and 3) perhaps the most common vocalization is simply individuals crying out "My 
God" or "Hu" (one of the names of God) or some similarly short and evocative phrase at moments 
of heightened emotions or "deep loss" of self. For our purposes, we will focus upon the latter two. 
Equally important as the invocation of the phrases is the repetition of them (in fulfilling the 
following two purposes: 1) to conjure the act of constant remembrance, recollection, and 
mindfulness, a phenomenon which I will discuss later, and 2) to experience the words in such way 
that they become an entry point into not only a consciousness but also the experience of the divine. 
Upon immersing oneself in a ceaseless repetition of words, simultaneously speaking them and 
hearing them, receiving them and producing them, it becomes more and more difficult to treat 
them as self-contained signs as they move ever closer to re-appropriating themselves as empty 
signifiers. 
It is perhaps not the word or phrases itself that is so important, but the repetition therein that 
is imperative to the task at hand. Thus, as vocalization becomes a mode of repetition, these words 





Rather, (the Sufi's) song itself does not reside in the literal meaning of the verse .for they are 
affected by listening to the sound of the hautboy, even though it has no meaning. It is for this reason 
that those persons who do not know Arabic are affected by listening to Arabic verses.198 
Hence, it is the experiential element of the affect of the speaking-act, conveyed by its sound, 
which emerges here as the ultimate goal of this listening, rather than the linguistic meaning of the 
words themselves. Herein lies the radical potential of the poetico-experiential invocation, one that 
suspends itself in the reverie of language and song, thereby activates the auditory imagination of 
the divine. 
More importantly, however, this transference does not occur passively, whereupon the 
listener is made to surrender to some form of sacred music, but rather is characterized as a 
supremely active reflection, such that the listener must demand upon the critical faculties to fully 
engage with these intricate sounds, as al-Ghazzali suggests: "It may also be that one understands 
something of the Arabic verses that are not in their meaning, but what one imagines them to 
be."199In other words, the knowledge or meaning that may be generated from the reception of the 
verses is not dependent upon their pre-determined, dogmatic definition, but rather the listening 
subject's imagined interpretation of them.200 Furthermore, this statement should be not seen as an 
advocacy or an instance of logocentrism: again, the sign remains arbitrary, but it not that the 
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significance resides outside of language as Derrida would suggest,201 but rather that it is the very 
arbitrariness contained within language that is significant; these words are no longer words, but a 
spell. Through the process of repetition, through the emphasis of arbitrary sound over sense, the 
immediacy of meaning is destabilized through the imagination's ability to undermine the very 
totality of meaning itself. It is not understanding that is important here but, as I will attempt to 
further explain, the experiential as a means to come into contact with the incomprehensibility. 
This is a move beyond reason and toward a poetic epistemology: "But beyond logocentricism, 
when reason failed to assure and ascertain, haunting moments of doubt, unbelief, and blasphemies 
would naturally ensue. The theo-erotic language of Sufism, with its monistic comprehensivity, a 
unifying vision of existence that embraced and celebrated all the otherwise inexplicable tensions 
and anxieties of being, offered a way out of this impasse."202 The "metaphysics of presence" 
replaced with a language "reduced" to sound, sound becomes an arena for the mimetic nature of 
the listening imagination. 
The subversive potential in this observation is seemingly enormous; "meaning" has 
becomes synonymous with "the imagined," various modes of desire may contaminate things, and 
an ordinary listener has been granted the role of interpreter. It this invocation of the projection of 
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desire and interpretation that al-Ghazzali finds so appealing within the dhikr ritual, remarking that 
it is only within these spaces that such modes of spiritual engagement are possible. As he writes: 
".for each person there is a condition which is eager to hear a verse suited to his own state.it is not 
proper that you interpret the Quran according to your own whim and alter the meaning of the 
Quran." 203At the same time, even as he advocates what may be perceived as a slightly heretical 
exercise, he warns consistently of the risks this critical listener faces: the ever-present potential for 
indulging carnal desire204 and the chance of arrogant interpretation205 as he writes: ".the danger of 
music to one's love of God Most High is tremendous." 206  It seems, then, that this act of 
recollection is not one for the faint of heart, but rather for those of a select constitution, those able 
to withstand the temptation to deviate. 
Aesthetic Exposure: Engima, Revelation, Concealment 
Having addressed the use of vocalization in the dhikr ritual,, what I have hoped to impress 
upon thus far is that the significance of the material nature of both these disparate phenomena is 
not that they provide an empirical manifestation of metaphysical meaning, but something quite 
dissimilar. Instead, the significance of understanding the dhikr from the perspective of aesthetics 
is twofold: 1) to understand the way in which aesthetics provides a vehicle for the self to enter into 
a state of wajd (ecstasy), (unveiling) and 2) to understand how the experience of wajd does not 
indicate a greater knowing of the divine, but rather a counterintuitive "unknowing" of 
metaphysical being. In other words, it is the remembrance of that incomprehensibility of the 
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divine which is actualized through listening, a radical form of immanence acutely experienced but 
never fully comprehended. Through an encounter with the aesthetic, knowledge of the divine 
becomes manifest as a mode of experience, and not as an instance of reason. As al-Hallaj has 
written: "What happened in fact was that Reason and Experience were integrated to blend into a 
better and more effective instrument of knowledge in order to cover the gradations of total reality. 
This new instrument of knowledge became the creative experience of Sufism."207 Hence, listening 
emerges as a catalyst by which to undergo experience, whereupon knowing (reason) evolves into a 
form of non-knowing (experience). Similarly, put in less poetic language by Nurbakhsh: "...sama 
means the 'realization and discovery of mystical states which is necessarily accompanied by the 
loss of the faculties of retention and judgement in one's internal consciousness."208 Consequently, 
as we will explore in further detail, remembrance within dhikr manifests itself as a form of 
"realization," whereby a new form of epistemological awareness allows one to "discover" the 
divine through a process of forgetting and unknowing. 
Indeed, as al-Ghazzali notes, understanding is only the first "station" within listening;more 
important is the state halof ecstasy or unveiling (wajd): "Know that there are three stations in 
music: first, understanding; second, ecstasy; and third, motion.209" Thus, in music, knowledge is 
apprehended by the ecstatic, definitive comprehension overtaken by the elusivity of the divine, 
until all cognitive modes are caught up in a volatile interplay between knowing and not-knowing, 
awareness and unawareness. Further elaborating upon the ecstatic phase, al-Ghazzali delineates: 
 
Those sublime states which begin to attach to them from the invisible world because of the music 
are called 'Ecstasy.' It may [have] happened that their hearts become as cleansed and purified as 
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silver which is placed in fire. That music throws the fire into the heart and removes its tarnishings. 
It may be that that which is attained through music not be attained with much self-discipline. And 
music activates that mystery of the relationship which is between a human being and the world of 
spirits until it becomes possible for him to receive everything from that world so that he becomes 
unaware of all that there is in this world. His limbs may also falter and he may become 
unconscious.210 
Here then emerges al-Ghazzali's philosophical positioning of music as a mode of perceptive and 
cognitive transformation, one wherein aesthetic experience is used to reveal the "mystery" of God, 
demarcated here as a state of "ecstasy." Indeed, the state of wajd materializes "because of the 
music," such that the auditory is posited as a mode of "activation;" the auditory intermediary to the 
divine event. Furthermore, the invocations of "cleansing," "burning," and "purification" clearly 
indicate that some process of transformation is at work here, a physical alteration demanded of the 
listener so that they are prepared "to receive." Finally, by noting the ambiguity of the relationship 
between "the human" and "the spirit world," as well as stressing the power of materiality within 
the knowing/unknowing act—i.e. ".until it becomes possible for him to receive everything from 
the world so that he becomes unaware of all that there is in the world."—it may be argued that al- 
Ghazzali is putting forth a theory of immanence. Everything is put into affect by the listening act, 
just as the auditory metaphysical event impresses itself upon everything in turn. In other words, 
what first happens is that listening to music sets the condition for a form of hyper-immediacy with 
the world, and that this new awareness somehow engenders an erasure of that surrounding reality. 
This would evoke that "first station" of music, understanding, though re-inscribed in a convoluted 
procedure of "unawareness". However, as the dhikr continues and the vocalizations of 
remembrance are uttered again and again, the disparate kinesthetic elements begin to be 
experienced in such a way as to reflect the immaterial nature of the divine experience, as well as 
the immaterial nature of perception. 
                                            




Again, this is not simply the manifestation of belief, the metaphysics of aesthetic presence, 
but rather a form of exposure to the experiential non-knowledge of the divine. Undoubtedly, by 
altering the perception of time, the voice, and (as we will soon see) the body through the listening 
act, it is ultimately the affect of the aesthetic experience which proves most potent in provoking 
this interface between thought and unawareness. Thus, it is the transfigurative affect of the 
sensory engagement which escapes rational empiricism, and moves metaphysics instead to the 
realm of the unknown, a sentiment echoed closely again by al-Hallaj (although it must be noted he 
remains a divisive figure amongst Sufis today still): 
.the argument at its extreme point in time abruptly leaped from the world of sense into a world which 
escaped all measurement. The argument moved beyond the world of sense into another region which is 
independent of the geometry of existence. It was this other region which appeared in Junaid's doctrine 
of the Mithaq. Thus, the combination of the two prepared the individual personality for the role to 
undertake quest for its maker. Reason was abandoned in favor of experience.211 
Within the confines of sensoriality, then, we find the most immediate way to embrace 
experience over reason, until the listening subject is irrevocably transformed. To this end, 
al-Ghazzali stresses non-understanding in service of the metamorphosis of self and world: "The 
listening to music of this person is not in the way of understanding sublime reality; rather, when 
the music touches him, that state of non-existence and one-ness is renewed; he becomes 
completely absent from himself and unaware of this world."212 Hence, what might be obtained 
from this statement is that a becoming transpires here, i.e. that a vital transformation has taken 
place, rather than the absorption of knowledge. 
At the same time, however, al-Ghazzali has invoked a classic dilemma of aesthetic theory: 
where does the material, sensorial aspect of aesthetic experience begin, and the cognitive 
engagement of it end? In other words, who or what is responsible for the induction of this state: is 
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it the music which lulls this listener into non-understanding, or is it the listener whose critical 
imposition upon the auditory ultimately provokes this enterprise? In the end, for al-Ghazzali and 
various others, this is a transformation which can only take place under certain conditions; namely, 
that of a listener who approaches dhikr with the correct intentionality. Indeed, it is only with the 
proper ethical framework in mind that one may fulfill the act of remembrance that defines the 
dhikr... 
Eternal Beginnings: Remembrance, Forgetting, and Repetition 
As stated in the beginning of this paper, dhikr is characterized above all else as an act of 
remembrance, oftentimes characterized as being "mindful" of God Thus, at this point I would like 
to investigate the way in which hal and ecstasy might allow for such activations of memory. 
Moreover, I would like to see how an encounter with the occasion of the enigma of the divine 
might invite such an instance of remembrance, and how the experience of "unknowing" might aid 
in such an endeavor. 
To begin with, I would posit that this instance of conscious remembrance is felt so acutely 
mainly because it is arises out of a prior moment of forgetting. In other words, just as there exists 
a constant interplay between an awareness and unawareness of the physical realm while 
attempting to enter hal, so too is the act of remembrance similarly entangled with the movements 
of forgetting. Just as the immanent encounter is revealed only after the material world is concealed, 
so too is the willful form of recollection possible only once something has been forgotten. 
In describing the particular stance of a Nimatullahi tariqa, Richard Netton describes 
reminiscence as a form of inverse forgetting: ".one of the features of dhikr 'is that it represents 
anamnesis, the 'unforgetting' of that which, in our deepest core, we already know."213 In this way, 
                                            




it may be argued that in order to remember what was already known, what was already felt, and 
perhaps even what was pre-determined, one needs to "forget" in order to re-experience and 
remember the unattainable union. It is the very unknowability made manifest in the dhikr ritual 
which lends itself to the act of remembrance, for when the listener is confronted with this volatile 
epistemology of awareness/unawareness, one must constantly reassert oneself within hal in order 
to remain focused. This is a ceaseless, willful form of recollection; to constantly forget so that one 
might remember all over again. To remember the love of God is essentially only the first 
movement of total recollection, as a conscious remembrance would consistently undermine the 
unknowability present within ecstasy. For this reason, Schimmel notes the writings of Abu Nasr 
as-Sarraj in the following: "'True dhikr is that you forget your dhikr (L 220)...Since even the word 
or thought 'O God!" implies the consciousness of subject and object, the last mystery of 
recollection is complete silence."214  This "mystery of recollection" is thus effectuated by a 
constant entangling between remembering and forgetting, a continual interplay characterized first 
and foremost by repetition. More precisely, in order to recreate and relive the exact moment of the 
conscious activation of memory, without lingering for too long on the security of this instant, need 
to reconstitute itself again and again. Within the space of performance, linear and non-linear 
temporalities exist hand in hand.215 Executed by the endless cycle of repetition, the beginning 
becomes indistinguishable from the end, until all that remains is a dialectical interplay of initiation 
and conclusion. And yet, how then might such a ritual reach a sort of definitive conclusion—are 
hal and wajd not considered as a means unto fanaa, a state total and seemingly definitive 
annihilation? In short, I would posit that this apparent contradiction is reconciled by the intimation 
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that fanaa (or, at least, as it is interpreted here) is an ahwal characterized by instability; a state of 
destabilization that would apparently defy logocentrism216 in favor of the ambiguous interplay of 
immanence217 whereupon the finite is rendered infinite, and vice versa. 
Furthermore, this phenomenon is underscored by the fact that the existential and 
metaphysical dimensions of remembrance within dhikr are made manifest in its stylistic aesthetics, 
or as Shannon writes: "However, closure in the dhikr is never final. The qalfa, like musical closure, 
marks a temporary pause before the opening of another section or of another dhikr, if it is the qalfa 
of the last section. The end of the dhikr itself is not marked with any sort of finality."218 Indeed, the 
cyclical and repetitive nature of the daf drum are highly evocative of the constant vacillation 
between the conscious and unconscious states. Hence, what is apparent here is that the existential 
and the aesthetic are inextricably intertwined, as an encounter with the divine unknown is 
instantiated through an existential engagement with sensorial experience. 
Finally, it should also be noted that this articulation (internal as well as external) of 
mindfulness is one driven most prominently by a willful desire to encounter this 
non-understanding. The endurance is required is not typified with what might be conceived as an 
exceedingly frustrating phenomenon, one typified by Sisyphean impossibility and indeterminacy, 
it is the drive to persist in this quest for remembrance that ultimately defines the dhikr ritual—it is 
only out of love that one would persist. Consequently, it is for this reason that Schimmel makes 
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the following ostensibly innocuous observation: "dhikr is the first step in the way of love; for 
when somebody loves someone, he likes to repeat his name and constantly remember him" 219 
Auditory Bodies: Sama as Mimesis 
Having thus far observed the dhikr ritual in light of questions of subjectivity and aesthetics, 
let us now turn our attention to exploring the relationship between sama and the body, with 
specific attention given to the role of motion, transfiguration, and mimesis. 
Recently, there has been much written regarding the concept of embodied practice within 
contemporary Islam and the post-colonial context220, as well within more generally situated 
studies of ritual practice and the body221. As such, using Talal Asad's conviction that "abstract 
ideas are not opposed to bodily practices222" as a starting point, I would contend that this argument 
might be slightly altered in the instance of mysticism223. More specifically, given the immanent 
potential contained within all things material—including the body—within Sufism, it would be 
somewhat limiting to simply understand dhikr as an instance of "practice," meaning a routinized 
habit or exercise possessing a similarly prescribed objective, instantiated within a carefully 
prescribed context. This is not to suggest, however, that various incarnations of the dhikr rituals 
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across the disparate tariqa do not suggest or demand specific postures or even ritualized 
movements of their practitioners (far from it). The distinction I would make is that these "abstract 
ideas" arise out of a sensorial, bodily practice, rather than implemented within them. For example, 
the Naqshbandiyya decree the following bodily engagement: "The Sufi must keep the tongue 
pressed against the roof of his mouth, his lips and teeth firmly shut, and hold his breath. Then 
starting with the word la, he makes it ascend from the navel to the brain. When it has arrived at the 
brain he ilaha to the right shoulder and the illa'llah to the left side, driving it forcefully into the 
pineal heart through which it circulates to all the rest of the body."224 Due to the elusivity of the 
objective of dhikr, as well as due to the experiential characteristics that it entails, it would seem 
that to depict it as simply a manifestation of a practice might limit or reduce its existentially 
transformative potential. 
Thus, we might instead understand the role of the material body within dhikr as a space of 
metaphysical mimesis225 and thereby implicating it as a vehicle for encountering the mystery of 
metaphysics. To begin to explain this idea, we might first look to the one of most basic tenets of 
the dhikr: once the critical listener is engaged, the swaying body begins to essentially mimic the 
rhythms and dynamics of the music involved. From here, we look to understand Azmayesh calls 
the "inner music" or, as he suggests quite literally, the sounds of heartbeat: "The Sufi seekers are 
intensely interested in the inner music in their body, the inner vibration coming from the source of 
their hearts. They try to listen to their heart, and try to hear their heart beat. This heartbeat reminds 
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them of something of their origin."226 The purpose then, of the instrumental music is not to act as 
a spiritual guide in and of itself, but as a means to reveal the internal percussions of the body: 
"Every rhythm, every melody is like a bridge to the heartbeat. When you play a certain rhythm for 
two minutes your mental and spiritual state changes."227 As such, it is for this reason that the dhikr 
mainly utilizes the percussive music of the daf (hollow drum) as its sole instrumentation: the 
staccato beat of the drum mimics the percussive beat of the heart, and it is to the batteries of this 
latter sound that people dictate their movements: "On the path [of erfan] we work on this 
transformation by certain music, certain rhythms and the inner music."228 Therefore, listening to 
this type of music is able to make one conscious of these otherwise unconscious bodily rhythms, 
therein offering what we might see here is a strange form of reverse or auto mimesis. In other 
words, through contact with a foreign substance (this instrumental music) the rhythm of the body's 
movements mimics the rhythm of its own heartbeat: an externalization of what was there all 
along. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that this revelation-through-mimicry is of course certainly 
not a stable phenomenon nor one that comes easily, as the participants need to re-enact these 
motions again and again, incessantly repeating the bodily gestures, as this new found awareness 
continually slips back into unawareness the moment it comes into fruition, caught in a dynamic 
and volatile exchange. What emerges here then, is a form of knowledge characterized as much by 
consciousness as it is by unconsciousness, a phenomenon brought into fruition by the unhinged 
experience of this auditory body. For it is this very destabilization that makes one's relationship to 
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the body all the more visceral, transferring a metaphysics of the body for a heightened corporeality, 
offering an instance of what Michael Taussig calls "the bodily unconscious", where "...the self 
becomes part of that which is seen, not a sovereign transcendent...[and] thought [is] more like 
poetry"229. Offering an instant of corporeal poetics, here is understood the unknowing of the body, 
a realm outside the confines of pure reason: "The most fundamental solution of the problem lies in 
the inner vibration of the music. The Daf is a bridge between hearts, outside of geography or 
history. The rhythm united the heartbeat of two or more people to become one rhythm with the 
hearts of thousands. We are invited to reason, but at a certain poin the thinking stops."230 In other 
words, the listener is mimicking not the music itself, but that which is heard through the body. As 
we have seen, however, this listening act is not a passive mode of reception, but a critical 
transmission of an encounter with the divine mystery. As such, the body is not mimicking any 
supreme being, but rather replicates the listening act itself. Here then, what emerges is a 
phenomenon which one may call the auditory body: through the aesthetic encounter, the 
subjective body begins to converge with the listening act. Indeed, if we understand mimesis to be, 
as Taussig writes: ".a stunning instance of imitation blending so intimately with contact that it 
becomes impossible to separate image from substance in the power of the final effect."231, then we 
see how this sensorial "contact" positions itself not simply as a mode of reception, but a vehicle for 
transformation. Indeed, as the listening subject begins to disappear into the listening act, the 
Foucauldian social body of the everyday may be transformed—if only fleetingly—into the 
auditory body. 
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Mimesis as Oblivion (fanaa): The Space of the Annihilated Self 
It is in this way that we return again to the thematics of transfiguration within the dhikr, as 
we may gradually come to understand t transfigurative event here as a form of mimesis (i.e. 
imitation arising from contact). Furthermore, as we reach the end of our investigation into the 
aesthetics of the dhikr, let us conclude our analysis with what al-Ghazzali decreed the "third 
station" of listening: motion. 
The episode of annihilation provides a crucial space for the emergence of a metaphysical 
event, one of desolation and openness—that which remains after the eradication of self—that in 
turn allows for the formulation of a new ontology. In effect, this annihilation conveys the listening 
subjectivity into a state of vulnerability and absence, whereby once evacuated of the concept of 
self, it becomes amenable to the remote possibility of a divine transfiguration. In this sense, the 
mimetic procedure does not mark a concerted effort to produce a pre-given structure or form, but 
rather renders the existing reality formless, destitute, abandoned. Indeed, it is this acute process of 
evacuation, whereby one demolishes the physical presence in order to clear space for the divine, 
that allows for the occasion of a metaphysics experience of the divine: "It is the divine 
transformation in space that is the ultimate proof of the divine transformation of the person."232 
Once again, it is the aesthetic affect that remains of the utmost important here and particularly the 
contorted spatiality that it yields. 
The intersection of physical and metaphysical spheres of experience occurs only under the 
auspices of this mimetic oblivion, one that devises and orchestrates states of silence, stillness, and 
void as an unconstrained prism for the immanence of the divine. More specifically, mimesis clears 
a path for the arrival of a foreign modality, an unanticipated otherness nearing closer, and 
                                            




therefore sets the stage for proximity with the infiltration of a radical unknown. As Deleuze has 
written: 
The new discourse is no longer that of the form, but neither is it that of the formless: it is rather that 
of the pure unformed. To the charge "You shall be a monster, a shapeless mass," Nietzsche 
responds: "We have realized this prophecy." As for the subject of this new discourse (except that 
there is no longer any subject), it is not man or God, and even less man in the place of God. The 
subject is this free, anonymous, and nomadic singularity which traverses men as well as plants and 
animals independently of the matter of their individuation and the forms of their personality.233 
In the end, it is the annihilated body which imitates the descent into nothingness, if only to 
contrive the atmosphere through which a limitless entity could invade and envelop the 
surrounding world. Before that, however, the advent of the auditory body predicates the 
annihilation of physical consciousness, such that listening devises a new epistemological 
formation, replicating the nothing, all the while summoning that which occupies the nothing. In 
essence, the devastated site of the corporeal form will serve as the corridor to an as yet undisclosed 
metaphysical materiality. Ultimately, however, the goal is to need no music at all, but to develop 
such sensitivity in one's listening ability until even listening to silence becomes revelatory and all 
forms of hearing are emblematic of sama. "If we put it differently, we can say that Sufism is based 
on silence and listening to the inner music. The goal of the seeker is to become one, to unite with 
this inner music."234 For certain, it is for this reason that silence is given such importance within 
Sufi poetry and thought, so much so that the mystical poet Jalal ad-Din Rumi alternatively signed 
his writings as "Silence" or "The Silent One" (Khamusht). In looking towards the relationship 
between listening, the body, and silence, the objective then is to be able to be aware of this body 
when there is no music present at all. As such, this goal is similarly investigated by American 
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composer John Cage, as he offers a similar proposition regarding the inaudible sounds of the body 
in the following iconic statement: 
 
It was at Harvard not quite forty years ago that I went into an anechoic [totally silent] chamber not 
expecting in that silent room to hear two sounds: one high, my nervous system in operation, one low, 
my blood in circulation. The reason I did not expect to hear those two sounds was that they were set into 
vibration without any intention on my part. That experience gave my life direction, the exploration of 
non-intention. No one else was doing that. I would do it for us. I did not know immediately what I was 
doing, nor, after all these years, have I found out much. I compose music. Yes, but how? I gave up 
making choices. In their place I put the asking of questions. 235 
When faced with nothingness, as silence and sound collapse into one, another form of 
experiential knowledge emerges. At first glance at this passage, what results from the audition of 
silence, as with the audition of percussive music, is the hearing of the body, a revelation of one's 
own vital—breathing and circulating—consciousness. While this form of "non-intentional" 
listening might appear to be at first antithetical to the willful body movements activated by 
listening to music previously described, it is the quest to recreate this experience where the two 
modes of listening overlap. In other words, what Cage is proposing here is the intentional 
generation of nonintention, described here as the composition of "the asking of questions," with 
special focus given to the role of the body. In silence then, we are able to see the more idealized 
form of an unknowing of the body, wherein one is freed from the need for sensorial experience as 
impetus to experiential knowledge, and operates instead through what might alternately be called 
instinct: "During your journey in the darkness you are being guided by your heartbeat, your sixth 
sense." 236  Between the provinces of knowing and forgetting, between the material and the 
metaphysical, the body and the soul, the event of the instantiation of fana culminates as a new 
existential composition for the participant, interfacing silence and sound, ecstasy and exhaustion. 
                                            
235 Cage 1961, 38. 
 

























Sufi Thought and the Emergence of a Willful Amnesia in Isfahan 
(Unknowing of Memory) 
"When the disaster comes upon us, it does not come. The disaster is its imminence, but since the future, as 
we conceive of it in the order of lived time, belongs to the disaster, the disaster has always already 
withdrawn or dissuaded it; there is no future for the disaster, just as there is no time or space for its 
accomplishment." 
~ Maurice Blanchot237 
'"True dhikr is that you forget your dhikr" 
~Abu Nasr as-Sarraj238 
Meeting 
On late Friday afternoons, the Sufis gather at their meeting place (hosseiniyeh or tekiye)239 
on the eastern side of Takhteh Foulad cemetery240 as dusk falls. The people file in slowly but 
steadily, the men off in one section, the women heading into another, polite greetings and chatter 
filling the old spaces. Now is not the time for deep conversation, however, as there is business at 
hand, the call to prayer quickly approaching as the sky darkens. Shoes are slipped off at the door, 
placed in plastic bags and quickly stashed on wooden shelves, in handbags, or other vessels. The 
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238 Shah-Kazemi 2006: 138 
 
239 The term "Hosseiniyeh" translates into "place of Hossein," referencing the third Imam Hossein and one 
of Shi'i Islam's holiest figures. The building was referred to interchangeably as a hosseiniyeh (temple), 
tomb (tekiye), and shrine, but was generally used a multi-purpose meeting place for the order. 
 
240 The English language press materials of the Takhteh Foulad Cultural Organization as well as the 
Takhteh Foulad Encyclopedia Office give the site the official title of the "Takhteh Foulad Historical, 
Cultural, and Religious Complex" and alternately describe it as a necropolis and cemetery. I employ both 




people speak in hushed tones as they pad into the rooms. Carpets, thin and dusty but still providing 
a welcome cushion, line the floor as the faithful sit crossed legged on the ground, a few chairs in 
the back for the elderly and infirm. 
They have come here for Friday prayers, and to pay respects to the great sheikh and poet 
Naser Ali who died some two hundred years earlier. A major figure of the Gonabadi order, he was 
unusual amongst the spiritual leaders (qquotbs) of the order to be buried not at the pilgrimage site 
of Beydokht in Gonabad, in the northeast of the country, but in centrally located Isfahan, and so it 
is here that the members of the present order are lucky enough to meet in the presence of such a 
great spirit. 
"It was wonderful," Simin would later recall, "I really felt like he was there with us, and he 
watched over us specifically since God had chosen for him to stay with us for eternity. We were so 
lucky to have him there." 
The call to prayer from a nearby mosque sounds, (the shrine is prohibited from 
broadcasting anything from a loudspeaker or anything louder than from a portable stereo, as per 
the municipal government's demands), everyone rises to their feet. A sheikh begins the prayers, 
his voice clear though unamplified, his accented Arabic practiced and confident, and all followers 
pursue. Mouths take the shape of well-worn words, bodies fall into the familiar movements, 
patterns and actions as practiced and polished as sea stone. Once the sunset prayers are complete, 
there may be some short remarks, or the reading of some classical poetry, but now is not the time 
for sermons. 
As the faithful slowly file out, the line moves slowly as people pause at the entrance to 
bend down to put on their shoes and then quickly shuffle out to make room for the others, mothers 
slipping sandals onto the feet of fidgeting children, others rustling through plastic bags and cubby 




Another week's prayers done, the whole meeting has lasted about forty minutes. A holiday or 
special occasion not withstanding, the building will stand empty until next week, when all will 
gather for Friday prayers again. 
On late Friday afternoons, the Sufis gather on the eastern side of Takhtehh Foulad as dusk 
falls. Exchanging polite greetings, they have come for sundown prayers. They are all carrying the 
small carpets, the jah namaz used to provide a transportable prayer place, unfurling them onto the 
concrete as they take their spots on the empty lot. There is still rubble along the sides of the 
vacated lot, the high walls of another section of the cemetery complex coming to an abrupt end, 
having sustained some damage when the shrine was demolished. The grave, however, is still left 
in tact. 
Razed to the ground in the early morning hours of February 18, 2009, the Sufis resisted the 
demolition for nearly seven months beforehand. 
In late autumn of 2008/1387, a sign had been posted on the door by the municipal 
government (shahrdari) that the building was in disrepair and was to be destroyed as part of 
beautification of the city initiative. Several members went to shahrdari offices to inquire further 
on the matter, but the only information they were given was another print out on the sign of the 
door. The decision had already been made, they were informed, and it was final. When they asked 
to whom they might appeal to, the city official told them simply: "Why should it smatter who 
made the decision? It was already decided upon, wasn't it? Don't waste your time, and now you are 
wasting mine." 




"Two hundred years, two hundred years this building has stood here in this very spot, and 
now it is to be destroyed!" 
"Why would they do such a thing? We weren't even using loudspeakers!" 
"This is truly a sin. Leave it to these fools, they are even destroying graves and disturbing 
the dead. All will end up straight to hell!" 
They decided upon the following tactic: they would appeal once more to the municipal 
government, promising to never use the shrine again if only they would leave it alone. This was a 
risky move, as it was essentially calling out the city for what the Sufi's suspected the real 
motivations behind the demolition were: the site was being used as a meeting place by a group that 
did not have official permission to do so241. 
A letter was drafted and several senior men returned to the shahrdari to ask to whom they 
might submit the letter. The same low-level bureaucrat they had seen before took it from them, 
barely raising his gaze from the files he was going through. 
After receiving no response from their letter, including several follow-up efforts to see if 
anyone had actually read their plea at all, their worst suspicions were confirmed. The city was still 
planning to go ahead with its plans. A new tactic would be necessary. 
                                            
241 Prior to the twentieth century, Sufi meeting places and temples were founded almost exclusively with 
funding from the vaghf a religious endowment or charitable trust, nominally under the control of the clergy 
and based in sharia law. During the Safavid era when Takhteh Foulad was built, however, the sadr, or 
religious authority, was appointed by the Shah (Ebrahimnejad 2004, Floor 2000) and it was ultimately the 
nobility who maintained control over such endeavors. A similar allocation of powers remained in existence 
until the Islamic Revolution, when the clergy, often working through the municipal government, assumed 
control. While the decision to fund such projects remains in the hands of the state, the organizations which 
they housed would often remains autonomous or semi-autonomous, perhaps the most famous example 
being the Nimatullahi Sufi hosseiniyeh in the center of Tehran in Park-e Shahr, founded during the Pahlavi 
era in the twentieth century and remains at least nominally "autonomous" today. The meeting place 
(hosseiniyeh) at Takhteh Foulad maintains a unique status amongst other shrines and temples constructed 
before 1979 in that, while the cemetery complex of Takhteh Foulad has a vaghf-nameh (founding 
document), the Sufi hosseiniyeh housed within it itself possesses no such documentation. As a result, it is 
categorized as a part of the Takhteh Foulad complex as a property of the municipal government (shahrdari 




And so it was decided that they would resist the change with direct opposition, with their 
physical presence, their physical being. A sentry would be posted at all times at the shrine, day and 
night, and if there were any signs of construction vehicles or other vehicles of destruction, they 
would alert other members via mobile phone to gather immediately at the shrine and protest the 
demolition. Surely, they reasoned, if the building was full of people, they wouldn't dare raze the 
shrine? They will probably arrest us, some argued. Let them, at the very least it will slow down the 
demolition and besides, is there anything else left we could do? Perhaps there will be too many of 
us and they will see hesitate a bit before proceeding with their actions. 
And so names and numbers were taken of volunteers, both men and women (women 
would stand guard during the daytime only), for guardians of the shrine. Day and night they stood 
sentry, mobile phones fully charged and at the ready, keeping an eye out for any construction 
vehicles or anyone who carried himself with an official air, (that unsettling and unpleasant attitude 
of supreme confidence and detachment--it is easy to carry yourself so when you feel there is no 
consequence to your actions, such is the danger of the bureaucrat.) But for months, there was 
nothing. People began to wonder if the municipal government's warning was just that, an empty 
warning, an empty threat, although such decrees usually had some sort of substance to them. It 
was more a matter of when whether than if. In Iran things take so long to get done, they joked, we 
even have to wait unwanted actions (the politics of dread). And so they waited. 
They waited until winter's turn, when a person could no longer the stand the cold during 
the darkest hours, when the old stone building stood empty from ten in the evening until sunrise 
prayers. Still, the Sufis stood guard during the day, they stood the best they could. Until someone 
who had a relative in the city government heard a rumour that the building was to be destroyed that 
very night. That night, a group of about fifteen Sufis arrived and vowed to stay from night, 




evening came and passed, and some of the members went home as the clock inched passed 
midnight. Surely, the danger had passed for this night. Still, a group of five remained. 
Not long after the others had gone, however, the remaining darvish, sitting on the ground, 
huddled under blankets, dozing in and out of consciousness, heard someone shouting orders. The 
whirring, beeping noise of construction vehicles arose. Before they knew what was happening, 
several members of the security forces entered the hosseiniyeh and the men were pulled to their 
feet. You are illegally occupying this building and are hereby under arrest. Before they were even 
arrested, however, the first thing they did, the Sufis would say, was force them to give up their cell 
phones. They were taken to the police station and kept overnight in a "detention room" but then 
were released in the morning. 
As the five sentries were being taken away by the authorities, on February 18, 2009, in the 
early morning hours, a city-commissioned bulldozer came into Takhteh-Foulad and razed the 
building to the ground. The vehicle was accompanied by a large group, somewhere between one 
hundred and two hundred individuals, police officers, security personnel, and plainclothes agents, 
most likely members of the paramilitary group the Basij, who had joined in the event of a fight 
breaking out. But there was no one there. Only some two-hundred year old bricks, dusty lights, 
and an old grave. The neighboring library was also destroyed, the yellowing volumes of poetry 
and exegesis torn to pieces in the rubble. When it was gone, perhaps they were surprised by the 
large field of rubble left in its wake: things always take up more space when they are in pieces. 
And yet something stopped the authorities from destroying the grave itself. Perhaps they 
felt it unnecessary, since they were already removing the meeting place, leaving the Sufis with no 
place to gather and that was always the real objective. Or perhaps something felt wrong, perhaps 




consequences beyond this life. Perhaps it was never part of their orders at all; but whatever the 
reason, though the building was gone…the grave remained. 
And that was all that was needed. 
 
The Steel Throne 
Takhteh Foulad, or Steel Throne, is a large, open-air cemetery surrounded by high walls, 
decorative towers, and gates and dividing walls that bifurcate it into distinct segments. The city 
describes it as a "complex" or "necropolis" in English. If you were to enter from one of its many 
entry points, you would most likely encounter rows of beige tombstones layed flat, as is the 
custom, Persian and Arabic calligraphy etched in the stone, facing skywards, with large, 
gazebo-like tombs distributed throughout the graves for an especially important figures. Small 
buildings and towers line the perimeters; most containing more graves, some framed black and 
white photos of the deceased hanging on the wall, a few structures containing make-shift 
"museums"—religious texts and newspapers displayed decaying in dusty glass cases, still others 
leading to stairwells to underground shrines. 
Built during the Safavid era of Shah Abbas, it continued to be the primary burial grounds 
alongside such cemeteries as the Abbakhshan and Sonbolan in Isfahan for hundreds of years until 
the Baghe Rezvan cemetery was established after the Islamic Revolution. Throughout this time, 
most scholars, artists, spiritual leaders, and other local dignitaries were buried in Takhteh Foulad. 
According to the Takhteh Foulad Cultural, Historic and Religious Organization, there are 2,400 
such "luminaries" contained within as well as 58 tombs (tekiye), a photography museum, a 
journalism museum, a library containing old legal and artistic texts. From the onset of the 









Tomb of Baba Rokn Al-Dan, Takhte Foulad Cemetery, Isfahan, Iran. 
 




Garden of the Martyrs, was created to bury the soldiers who died in the war. After the war, 
however, no additional burials were added, and the cemetery remained inactive and largely 
ignored, until very recently. 
In 2006, the Organization of Islamic Countries (IOC) selected Isfahan as the Cultural 
Capital of the Islamic world. In light of this development, the Takhtehh Foulad Cultural 
Organization was formed in affiliation with the Isfahan Municiapl govern,ent (shahdari) with 
Hossein Hamidi- Esfahani as the manager (he has also provided financial support) , the vocal 
support of Dr. Saghaian Nezhad, the mayor of Isfahan, with an office space on Chahar Bagh-e 
Bala in the South near Darvaze Shiraz, essentially a prime piece of real estate in the heart of the 
commercial district. And the cemetery was first given the official title: "Majmooye Tarikhi, 
Farhangi, va Mazhabi-e Takhteh Foulad," or "The Historic, Cultural, and Religious Center 
Takhte-Foulad"242 The purpose of this organization was noted as the following: "carrying out 
extensive projects works at maintenance and renovation as well as cultural, research, and 
educational levels. These include publishing books; leaflets, and brochures; holding conferences 
and education workshops; organizing galleries and exhibitions on photos; stone artificats, and 
journals: guiding tourists; and making films about the lives of the departed dignitaries.243" In 
addition, in March of 2009, a book that had been commissioned in English was published 
describing the lives of many of the dignitaries contained within Takhteh Foulad, and their very 
extensive website notes that over 150 foreign dignitaries have visited the site. 
Given the sudden influx of preservation projects and promotional efforts, it might then 
seem strange that, in February 2009, one month prior to the publication of this English language 
text, the Gonabadi Sufis' hosseiniyeh was destroyed in the early morning hours. What might have 
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prompted such a drastic and irreversible act of demolition right when the municipal government 
was beginning to bring attention to the cemetery for the first time in decades? Rather than proving 
a contradictory act, it would appear that such "alterations" may be exactly in line with the 
construction of the new image and reality that the authorities wished Takhteh Foulad to assume. In 
other words, by razing to the ground one of the few shrines that was still being actively 
worshipped—meaning attracting a sizeable group of visitors on a regular basis—the municipal 
government made the decision to halt such visitations as resolutely as possible. The existence of 
the mystics' gathering spot and the attention it received from the darvishes each week was not in 
line with the image of Takhteh Foulad that the municipal government wanted to project: that of a 
dormant and long abandoned site, of use only for scholars and tourists, "historical" in the sense of 
inactivity. And certainly not a location where a minority religious group, one though Shi'i was 
certainly distinct from the religion of the state, came to gather at a shrine, reaffirm their 
community, and make use of public space. Remember the official reason given was that of 
"beautification" (zibayi-e mahal), some mode of alteration to render an entity aesthetically 
pleasing to a particular set of standards. Here, these standards demanded the eviction of a Sufi 
order whose regular visits and presence inserted them into the landscape of Takhteh Foulad, a 
presence deemed unacceptable. 
In this way, the hosseiniyeh at Takhteh Foulad was another casualty of the tourist industry, 
or in this instance, the Ministry of Tourism working alongside the municipal government 
(shahrdari244) to produce a site of "Culture, History, and Religion," in their words. As the 
burgeoning field of anthropology of tourism and other studies has shown245, however, the politics 
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of cultural heritage are very often played out in tourist and entertainment sites, where ostensibly 
playful elements set off a ripple-effect of serious implications or, as Victor Turner has written: 
"Tourism has some aspects of showbiz, some of international trade in commodities; it is part 
innocent fun, part a devastating modernizing force."246 The incident at Takhteh Foulad is certainly 
then no exception. For not only are the questions of representation and authenticity at stake here, 
but also is the promotion of a strange temporality. 
In putting a stop to the meetings and visitations, the municipal government has attempted 
to cease all regular activity at the cemetery, such that its transformation into a tourist site is marked 
most significantly by its transformation into a site of temporal petrification, a process by which 
organic matter is turned into stone. In other words, in order to promote Takhteh Foulad as a 
"historical" site, it needed to be made an inactive site, meaning one that was abandoned and 
unused, frozen and pristine, as if such vacancy would instantly imbue it with a thick patina. 
John Pemberton has explored the relationship between cultural authenticity and the 
manipulation of temporarlity in his discussion of "Beautiful Indonesia," a Disneyland-inspired 
recreation park of sorts with recreations of " 'ancient monuments'," "'religious buildings'," and 
"display houses representing the 'genuine customary architectural styles' of each of Indonesia's 
provinces" including a grand Audience Hall.247 Though beyond the scope of tourism and pursuing 
a project that examines a wholly fabricated site, Pemberton's observation that locales promoting 
cultural authenticity are contingent upon the insistence of a flattened temporarily hold great 
weight here: 
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For the Audience Hall is founded upon a temporality in which change, any change at all, is 
detrimental. Here, time is not simply effaced (as is the case with Mini's monuments), but instead 
selfconsciously opposed with a construction built to last hundreds of years: a construction always 
already "authentic." 
Here, the Hall's durability assures its effacement of its futurity as well as its past, a building whose 
perceived permanence guarantees that no challenge may be made to this particular construction 
and representation of this state-sanctified "authenticity". While Takhteh Foulad's mud brick walls 
dating back to the 16th century Safavid-era suggest no such permanence, and there certainly exists 
distinctions between a site solely invented to promote such narratives and one transformed to 
carry out such a task, I would offer that the authorities evacuation of the site of any regular visitors 
suggest that they have hoped to create just such a space. (Certainly, this observation only holds 
weight as long as the municipal government maintains their interest in the cemetery, for if the 
current trajectory changes so does the narrative of Takhteh Foulad.) For in addition to the 
dismissal of a group who's presence is beyond the scope of what they wish cultural heritage in 
Isfahan to involve, of a Sufi order whom they would prefer to remain unseen to tourists, both 
domestic and international, it is through this evacuation, this removal of activity, of visitation and 
the wear and tear that accompanies it, that they have guaranteed that the site will not change. 
Pluralism and usage is too messy a risk to take. 
But has the site been truly abandoned, and what does such an evacuation mean? The idea 
of a promotion of an abandonment of the site is given further weight considering that Iranians will 
often gather and have picnics at shrines which also hold cemeteries, usually on holidays or on 




Rather than encourage such activities248, however, the Office of Takhteh Foulad is put his funds 
into producing books and refurbishing the grounds. Its only visitors now are those who will not 
return: the tourists who, by their very designation, are those who at least in some sense unfamiliar 
upon that which they tread. The only ones who may know it intimately now are those from the 
Department of Parks and the municipality, the between two and three groundskeepers and 
government officials, although they may at least in part always view the site through the lens of 
commodity, labor, and law. And while certainly such intimacy is not to be discredited or devalued, 
I would argue that the destruction of the shrine does limit the number of individuals who spend 
their time at Takhteh Foulad voluntarily, in the sense that no professional obligations brought 
them there. In an odd turn from traditional anthropological thought then, the government has 
professed to imbue "Culture" into the cemetery by removing those who possess an intimate 
knowledge of the site.It is in this way that we might see how the "beautification" of the site has 
come to pass as the "devastating moderning force" of which Victor Turner spoke. 
. Indeed, the restriction of the Sufis' activities and the desire to hide them from public view 
is emblematic of a larger effort by the Iranian government, particularly the national government, to 
homogenize and sanitize Shi'i practice. For despite the claims of autonomy from outside influence 
of the Islamic Republic, the self-proclaimed savior of Islamic culture and defender of Shi'i values 
in the modern world, the government assumes great care in the image that it presents to the world, 
taking pains to set forth not only a cohesive image, but one that remains dignified and measured; a 
Protestant Shi'i sm, if you will. More specifically, this entails the banning of "folk" practices such 
as exorcism and trance, restrictions on mosque architecture and decor, and the "discouragement" 
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of fortune telling (issuing fines and confiscating materials). Perhaps most tellingly, Ayatollah 
Khameini, the supreme leader, issued a decree fatwa) banning the ceremonial mourning practice 
known as zanjeer-zani, a ritual where practitioners self-flagellate with blades and other weaponery, 
practiced during the Ashura holiday, a day commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Hossein. A 
violent and often shocking spectacle where blood covers the streets almost as much as it does the 
bodies of the faithful, with the declaration that: "The eyes of the world are sewn upon us." 
(Chesm-e donya room ah dookhteh ast), an ominous warning to remain cognizant of Iran's role as 
an exceptional state in the world, one constantly under the Thus, by discouraging such "folkloric" 
activities, deemed too extreme or too unguided by proper authorities, the Islamic Republic deems 
not only to maintain its grasp over all "spiritual activities," but to present a unified and sober image 
to the larger world, thereby acknowledging and reaffirming the "eye" or the gaze of the world, and 
most notably the imperial powers, of which it has long claimed to be free. 
 
 
Amnesia and Active Forgetting 
Returning now to the matter at hand, let us turn our attention back to the destruction at 
Takhteh Foulad, an incident that may reflect such homogenization of Shi'i practice on the micro 
level. And while the demolition is certainly in line with the state's larger nation-wide efforts to 
create and maintain their particular vision of religious practice, the Sufis' reaction to the event 
presents an unexpected counterpoint to the state's initiative. 
For rather than mourn the destruction of their meeting place, when questioned about the 
incident, the members assumed a rather curious position. Indeed, despite the long history they had 
with the building, despite the years and generations who had spent portions of their lives at the site, 




incident: Namely, the denial that this meeting place ever existed, that this destruction had in fact 
not taken place, and that any and all memories of the old building must be dismissed. There was 
only the grave and that was all that was needed. In other words, in their desire to not place too 
much importance in the physical space itself, the practitioners distance themselves from even this 
forced removal of the space. So resolved were they in their desire to dispute the memory of this 
building in fact that several of them essentially refused to speak plainly regarding the matter. 
Ultimately, what is being embraced here is an instance of a decisive refutation of memory, a 
forgetting so purposeful so that the material may be rendered immaterial. 
What has willed this vanishing act, however, cannot be called simply an instance of 
forgetting. There are too many streaks of passivity that run throughout pure forgetting, too much 
of an off-handed carelessness that characterizes its treatment of the past. To forget something, 
even if it is forever caught up in the unconscious dialectics of memory, is to disregard something, 
to devalue something. 
And herein lies the contradiction within the project of a desire to forget, of a need to forget, 
or what might be called a mode of active forgetting. Therefore, if forgetting implies a passive 
dismissal, how might such an occurrence be transformed when something is forgotten precisely 
because it is valued? And because it is valued, must therefore be consciously, willfully forgotten? 
Or, to put it in another way, how does one remember to forget? 
As such, to answer this question I would posit that perhaps forgetting is the wrong 
phenomenon of remembrance altogether here. Perhaps the objective here is not one of forgetting, 
but more an instance of amnesia. For when we consider amnesia, we consider a phenomenon that 
is characterized by awareness, the amnesiac is aware that they remember nothing. Amnesia is 
characterized by the realization of an absence, it is the emergence of a now dispossessed memory 




memory emerging as a device against history as an objective and legitimate totality, here we see 
the disappearance of memory possessing similarly reconstructive capabilities. And so the order 
strives not simply to forget, but to induce an amnesiac state. 
As a consequence, it is in this way that the subject's role within the construction, or in this 
case, negation of the past is given the utmost importance. The individual act of remembrance is 
afforded the capacity to subvert any claims of "historical reality." Similarly, given the subject's 
conscious and active desire to undermine the past as a totality, it is in this way that the amnesia 
would distance itself from the phenomenon of repression, even considering this particular instance 
of a site of trauma, repression involves the unconscious aftermath of trauma, imposed upon the 
subject by the whatever source of disturbance, this self-induced amnesia is a conscious activity, 
whereupon the subject imposes upon the ontology of the original trauma. Hence, just to clarify 
once again, the ultimate objective of a willful amnesia is an awareness of a forgotten past, an 
awareness which implicates itself just as heavily 
The amnesiac encounter would imply a hyper-consciousness or a hyper-sensitivity to the 
gap in memory, to the evacuated space where a memory should exist. You know that there is a gap 
in your memory. 
Now I would note that whether this goal, this mental state, is ever achieved is a question of 
an entirely different sort, but at the very least, there is a willingness here, to invoke an instance of 
willful amnesia, even if it ultimately proves an impossible task. On the other hand, it is to this very 
impossibility that we may return... unknowingly.  
 
Levels of Forgetting 
Given the deeply complex nature of their response, it is imperative to note that the 




transpired there vary greatly. For despite the order's seeming "official stance" on the matter, the 
diversity of response I received reflects not only the difficulty in predicting individual reactions, 
but the tenuous foundations on which the constructions of this willed amnesia is based. A tenuous 
foundation which reflects the need for constant maintenance of such a stance, and the ways in 
which retaining this position remains an active process. 
Finally, in reporting the variety of these responses, it must also be made clear that in 
certain instances the amount of information made available to me was directly related to the nature 
of our personal relationship, the level of intimacy of our friendship and personal rapport. 
Level I: Direct Acknowledgment 
Within the first group of Sufis, we see not only accounts of what directly transpired, but 
personal memories as well: --What happened to the tekiye at Takhteh Foulad? 
--"Oh, it was terrible. We used to always meet in Takhteh Foulad, several times a week, for 
prayers and sermons. On holidays we would have our silent dhikr there. Now it's no longer there. 
I was so upset when it happened. 
--"What happened? The akhunds (mullahs/clergyman) came. The akhunds won't let us live in 
peace. If it is not their masjid it no one's. We weren't bothering anyone, and they still wouldn't 
leave us alone. 
--"You know, it was only good you that you weren't there. It was too sad. They tried so hard to 
stop it, and still they destroyed it. 
--"It was destroyed. The municipal government us they wanted to "beautify" the area, and they 
tore it down in the middle of the night." 
Here we see acknowledgements made, and accusations. There are clear actors and agents, 
a before and after, "us" and "them." Shame is inscripted onto the authorities for their actions, a 




expressed at the destruction of the meeting place, a linear and tragically cliched narrative of the 
political powers that be limiting the practices of a religious minority. Following this, the same 
group also described the actions that were taken after the destruction: 
--"We had a session. Several of the sheikhs came and spoke to us, that we shouldn't be upset, that 
we didn't need it. We tried but now must remember tawhid (union with the divine) instead. They 
told us we should remember to forget." 
--"Hazrat Agha (sheikh) told us to forget the building, the grave was still there, to remember God 
in all places, to look for him everywhere.. .Forget the building had even been there." --"They 
spoke of the invisible and the unseen. The grave remained, and we might pray everywhere. Try 
and forget the building.. .They are very wise, and so I have. 
As has been described previously, from these anecdotes it is clear that a strategy had been 
adopted by the spiritual authority, one that was hence adopted by their practioners. A position 
based not on commemoration, but of forgetting, a remembrance to forget, to "try and forget." 
Throughout my discussion with this group, the meeting following the incident was clearly 
recognized. 
Level II: Evasion 
With the next group of responses, we see not a direct refutation of events, but also not any 
linear account of what transpired. Instead, these responses were characterized by a general sense 
of evasiveness. When, again, faced with the question of what happened at Takhteh Foulad: 
--"Don't worry about what happened there." 
--"In Takhteh Foulad? We had some troubles there, but it wasn't 
important. --"We used to meet there, but not anymore." 




Thus, some form of recollection or recognition of the destruction of the tomb is made but 
again, a perceived sense of evasion, even dismissiveness, accompanied the response; a wave of the 
hand as to brush off the matter entirely.  
Level III: Forgetting 
In this final group, the communication of nothingness: 
- "No, you must be mistaken. There was no tomb there." 
- "We have many places to meet." 
- "There was never any building in Takhteh-Foulad." 
- "I'm sorry, I don't know of what you speak."  
 At this level, we see direct refutation: an unwillingness to note the building ever existed at 
all, or the questioning of the validity of my inquiry. For this group of individuals, their responses 
reflected the highest form of willful amnesia, the active and conscious erasure of the memory at 
hand. 
 
Sites of Amensia 
Thus, having suggested this form of amnesia, let us turn our attention back to the physical, 
material space at hand (at least before it is negated). To-reiterate the order's stance, it was asserted 
that this building that was acting as the meeting place (hosseiniye), should be "forgotten" (bayad 
faramooshesh bekoneem), or rather that they "we should forget it." In other words, this specific 
building, was deemed irrelevant for its larger purposes, easily replaced and therefore easily 
forgotten. At the same time, however, if it was regarded as "just a building" why then was such an 
effort taken in order to disremember this structure? 
However, the Sufis' ability to undermine and negate the "sacredness" of this house, to deny 




the very least the memory of this material space might be altered. Through this negation, the very 
ontology of the building is transfigured; first, into an immaterial memory, whereupon the 
significance of its prior use value is subverted in favor of remembering it as "just a building," just 
a physical space, if admitting its previous existence at all. Concluding this transformation/denial 
of space through memory, however, is that even this memory is subsequently denied. Here then, 
physical space is rendered meaningless, insignificant to the point that even its memory is denied. 
In other words, through this act of willful amnesia, through the negation of a sacred space, the 
ontological status of the building has been transformed from a metaphysical presence into a 
material absence. This is a material absence rather than simply a metaphysical one, in that it is the 
subject who has instigated this transformation, it is the subject and the not the divine who has 
challenged the existence of this space. Indeed, when questioned about this fact, my informant 
simply replied that "God will forgive us this disremembering, as long as we remember him in 
other places." 
And so, having discussed this willful forgetting and the transformative capabilities it 
entails, let us broaden the argument a bit further. More specifically, I am wondering here how this 
temporal phenomenon might extend itself into a broader epistemological question. In other words, 
is there room for knowledge within this amnesia, and if so what kind? For when you have such a 
purposeful refutation of the memory of this hosseiniyeh, it would be assumed that by refusing 
memory, you are subsequently refusing knowledge. Nevertheless, having established this 
disappearance of the Sufi hosseiniyeh as not simply a passive forgetting or a repression in 
response to trauma, but as a complex form of a willful amnesia, so too we might suggest that the 
knowledge of such an event is similarly complicated. Certainly, it would be too simple to say that 
they merely do not possess any memory of the building or any knowledge of the building, but 




call, the disaster. Thus, through this amnesia, the Sufis are formulating a mode of non-knowledge, 
of unknowing, an awareness through the unaware. And so, in the end, two questions emerge here 
out of this disappeared space: what form of knowledge has arisen, and what is the object of this 
knowledge. 
Let us begin with the former, so we might know how to approach this second question. Put 
plainly: what are the epistemological implications of this willful amnesia? 
First, if we consider amnesia to be characterized not simply as the loss of memory, but as 
that moment of realization that there has been a loss. In other words, amnesia comes to being the 
moment where one become cognizant that there is a gap in memory, as opposed to the moment of 
vanishing itself. Hence, I would suggest that amnesia as we are dealing with it here is defined as 
an epistemological phenomenon first, one determined by, as we have seen, cognizance, 
realization, a conscious awareness, etc, and a historical phenomenon second. As such, if amnesia 
is the absence of memory made present, a willful amnesia is the awareness of the absence of 
memory made present. 
Having considered this, let us look a bit more closely at what exactly at this awareness of 
absence, and how awareness at once may distinguish itself from and simultaneously align itself 
with remembrance. Indeed, for complicating this problem of the amnesiac's knowledge of the 
absence from the outset is the fact that this absence is not a pure absence, it is not simply a void. 
Furthermore, the amnesic experience of the mystical circle depicted thus far also bears 
radical consequences for the perception of time, leading towards a new self-effacing temporality, 
one that conveys erasure across past, present, and future. In this respect, the order's narrative of 
distortion and unknowing results in an equally complex orchestration of time as pure 
impermanence, subordinating the otherwise rigid continuum of historical and phenomenological 




process and its profound implications, then, we might return once more to Blanchot's theoretical 
framework of "the disaster", with particular concentration extended to the concepts of "the 
always-already past", "the imminent present," and "the non-future" as the basis for our own 
anthropological inquiry here. 
First and foremost in engaging the limitless event of the disaster and its unconventional 
negotiation of time, we can begin from Blanchot's assertion that "we are on the edge of disaster 
without being able to situate it.. .for it is rather always already past."249 To this end, consciousness 
is forever caught in a futile race to capture that which transpires before its arrival, such that we as 
subjects are perpetually consigned to a condition of 'lateness', encountering only the aftermath of 
the occurrence. This past, however disconcerting or even catastrophic, has elapsed and fled the 
scene of reality without trace, relegating the actual instant of its happening to oblivion, to an 
unnamed and unwitnessed "before", and thereby leaving us as the casualties of an at once 
irrevocable and yet irretrievable moment. Having established this, the Sufi elders noted here, it 
would appear, ventured precisely to lend their own exclusion and obliteration from the real a 
disastrous quality by assuming such a distinct temporal posture.. .i.e. that when confronted with 
the record of their desolation, they responded as if they had apparently already cast their 
movement into vanishing, essentially claiming that their desertion of the world had already 
occasioned itself in some prior instant. Neither a discourse of resistance nor transgression, this 
amnesic tactic, then, allowed the mystical circle to effectively evade the entrapments of power 
altogether, relocating themselves outside its temporal boundaries and therefore exterior to its 
authority to define reality as well. 
                                            




Moving onward, the disaster also navigates its disorienting temporality through a posture 
of affective imminence.. .i.e. that it incessantly hovers and looms over and yet just beyond our 
surrounding existence, in a displaced or alternate present that menaces and haunts our own time, 
ever threatening the sanctity of 'what is' with the possibility of an imminent incursion. Without 
doubt, that it persists in the now, and yet not in our conception of now, is what lies at the core of its 
paradox, enabling it to remain at once totally imperceptible, beyond the constraints of meaning or 
representation, and still palpably immediate (which is also to say that it simultaneously proves 
both endlessly proximate and distant). Hence Blanchot contends that "when the disaster comes 
upon us, it does not come. The disaster is its imminence.. .[such that] the mark of the disaster is 
that one is never at that mark except when one is under its threat."245 With this in mind, we can 
return once again to the locality of the Sufi order so as to observe its own unique invocation of this 
imminent temporality; in effect, to register the event of their own disappearance as a disaster 
would compel them not only to perceive it as something always already past but also as something 
chronically present, an unbroken recurrence of their own endangerment. In this regard, the 
mystics position themselves unremittingly at the threshold of destruction, tempting every gesture 
to imperil them further, such that being in the present does not actualize them as an authentic 
social or cultural formation but in fact produces the counter-destiny, i.e. that being in the present 
only draws them ever closer to their vanishing-point. This all-encompassing imminence of the 
disaster, then, one that cloaks and shadows the reigning present, is one that places their circle in a 
state of constant departure. 
Lastly, the enigmatic temporal schemes of the disaster, elegantly performed by the 
mystical circles now under siege by modernity, culminate in one final, striking gesture: the 
annihilation of the future. More exactly, Blanchot envisions this conclusive feature as an unfailing 




future in which to think it…the disaster has always already withdrawn or dissuaded it; there is no 
future for the disaster, just as there is no time or space or space for its accomplishment."246 And so, 
we arrive at the juncture of a rather scathing understanding, for in order for the mystics to generate 
a disastrous interpretation of the circumstances that had befallen them, encountering the hostile, 
aggressive forces of their surrounding world not dialectically but rather from some elusive, 
amnesic vantage beyond their parameters, it would also have to sacrifice the very possibility of its 
own future. Stated otherwise, in order to claim that nothing had ever happened, they would 
concurrently have to accept the notion that nothing could ever happen thereafter: i.e. that by 
relinquishing themselves to the influence of a disaster that had always already taken place and was 
still taking place in insidious, unknown registers, they would knowingly condemn and remove 
even the last remnant of a potential future alongside it. 
 
Amnesia and Dhikr 
I would return to the Sufi context so that we might consider the incident at Takhteh Foulad 
as an example of the dhikr ritual, a ritual characterized above all else as an act of remembrance, 
oftentimes characterized as being "mindful" of God. Above all else, it must be understood that the 
Sufi dhikr is a ritual of remembrance. The word itself means "recognition" and "remembrance," 
and has also been translated as a condition of "mindfulness," therein indicating that a 
consciousness is implicated within this act of reminiscence.250 As such, there exist two primary 
modes of the dhikr ritual: the "recollection of the tongue," which involves, at the very least, some 
form of vocalization, and the "recollection of the heart251", also known as the silent dhikr. For our 
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purposes, we will be focusing on the former. As such, these vocalizations usually involve either a 
singer or encompass all the participants invoking the shahada, the Ninety-Nine Names of God, or 
a simple Allah-hu, among other things. In addition, a series of percussion instruments, oftentimes 
the large and light-weight frame drum known as the daf, are used within the ritual, although 
woodwinds and string instruments were systematically forbidden in the classical era252, their use 
has become more prevalent today. The number of participants within a specific dhikr varies 
greatly, ranging from several hundred to a small group or, in some interpretations, a single 
individual may also conduct and experience a dhikr ritual.253 Similarly, the role of an order's 
(tariqa) sheikh within the dhikr also varies widely within the disparate Sufi groups 254 . 
Furthermore, it should be noted that the act of audition within dhikr is known specifically as sama, 
a form of listening which separates itself from the more passive hearing. 
In describing the particular stance of a Ni'matullahi tariqa, however, Richard Netton 
describes reminiscence as a form of inverse forgetting: ".one of the features of dhikr 'is that it 
represents anamnesis, the 'unforgetting' of that which, in our deepest core, we already know.255") 
In this way, it may be argued that in order to remember what was already known, what was 
already felt, and perhaps even what was pre-determined, one needs to "forget" in order to 
re-experience and remember the unattainable union. It is the very unknowability made manifest in 
the dhikr ritual which lends itself to the act of remembrance, for when the listener is confronted 
with this volatile epistemology of awareness/unawareness, one must constantly reassert oneself in 
order to remain focused. This is a ceaseless, willful form of recollection; to constantly forget so 
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that one might remember all over again. To remember the love of God is essentially only the first 
movement of total recollection, as a conscious remembrance would consistently undermine the 
unknowability present within ecstasy. For this reason, Schimmel notes the writings of Abu Nasr 
as-Sarraj in the following: "'True dhikr is that you forget your dhikr .Since even the word or 
thought 'O God!" implies the consciousness of subject and object, the last mystery of recollection 
is complete silence.256" This "mystery of recollection" is thus effectuated by a constant entangling 
between remembering and forgetting, a continual interplay characterized first and foremost by 
repetition. More precisely, in order to recreate and relive the exact moment of the conscious 
activation of memory, without lingering for too long on the security of this instant, need to 
reconstitute itself again and again. Within the space of performance, linear and non-linear 
temporalities exist hand in hand. Executed by the endless cycle of repetition, the beginning 
becomes indistinguishable from the end, until all that remains is a dialectical interplay of initiation 
and conclusion. 
Furthermore, this phenomenon is underscored by the fact that the existential and 
metaphysical dimensions of remembrance within dhikr are made manifest in its stylistic aesthetics, 
or as Shannon writes: "However, closure in the dhikr is never final. The qalfa, like musical closure, 
marks a temporary pause before the opening of another section or of another dhikr, if it is the qalfa 
of the last section. The end of the dhikr itself is not marked with any sort of finality257." Hence, 
what is apparent here is that the existential and the aesthetic are inextricably intertwined, as an 
encounter with the divine unknown is instantiated through an existential engagement with 
sensorial experience. 
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Finally, it should also be noted that this articulation (internal as well as external) of 
mindfulness is one driven most prominently by a willful desire to encounter this 
non-understanding. The endurance required is not typified with what might be conceived as an 
exceedingly frustrating phenomenon, one typified by Sisyphean impossibility and indeterminacy, 
it is the drive to persist in this quest for remembrance that ultimately defines the dhikr ritual—it is 
only out of desire that one would persist. 
It is this combination of willfulness, meaning a concerted and intentional effort, coupled 
with the advice to "remember to forget" that suggests that the Sufis' reaction to Takhte-Foulad 
seemed to be an example of an instantiation of the dhikr ritual in and of itself. And while I have 
hoped to laid out some parallels here, I will discuss in more detail at the conclusion of the chapter.  
 
Shi'i Strategies of Remembrance 
If we pan the camera further back, extending beyond the self-enclosed community of the 
Sufis and their immediate practice, the larger milieu of contemporary Iran comes into view, and 
the question then immediately arises: How are we to understand these practices of active 
forgetting, of willful amnesia, in such a setting as the Islamic Republic, a system of government 
whose founding/establishment, concretization, and continued existence is so intimately tied to 
ideas of remembrance? Where from its earliest assumptions of power the ominous command to 
"remember," ostensibly to remain ever mindful of the constant threat by both the imperial powers 
as well as the Sunni-secular army of Saddam Hussein, was synonymous with a declaration of 
allegiance to the state, a rallying cry to the both theological (namely, Shi'i ) and post-colonial 
foundations on which this new nation was based. And the memories invoked by the state were of a 
very specific nature: the remembrance of the Iran-Iraq war, and all those who perished, the reasons 




present. Thus, when the state commands its citizens to remember, it is often speaks to a very 
specific incident: the Iran-Iraq war, or as it was known in Iran, the war of "the Holy Defense." 
Beginning in September 1980 with the surprise air attack of Saddam's forces and ending in 
UN-brokered ceasefire in August 1988, causalities have been estimated at half a million soldiers 
and civilians, with the oil-rich region of Khuzestan in the southwest being particularly devastated. 
And while twenty-five years has nearly passed since the ceasefire, the material and semantic 
presence of the war within Iran, through memorialization practices alone, remains undeniable. 
Much has been written of the various manifestations of commemoration in Iran, especially in 
visual cultural studies, most notably Roxanne Varzi has written at length on the "culture of 
martyrdom" developed and maintained in Iran, and to this scholarship upon which I am relying 
here258. To name but a few instantiations of remembrance of the Iran-Iraq War and its martyrs: In 
every city street names and major thoroughfares invoke the names of the martyred dead, various 
national holidays celebrate and commemorate the beginning, end, and particular moments of the 
war, banners, each adorned with the solemn visage of a different uniformed young man, are hung 
on street lamps, vast billboards and murals painted on the sides of buildings depict scenes of 
soldiers in the foreground, a benevolent looking Ayatollah appearing in the background, war 
museums and statues are found in a diverse array of cities, large and small, throughout in Iran, the 
largest and most extensive in Tehran, there exists an entire industry and sub-genre of "war films," 
complete with state-sponsored conferences and film festivals, to name but a few examples. 
Furthermore, the powerful government agency and lobby group of the Martyr's Co-operation 
continues to provide tax breaks, college scholarships, and other financial and governmental 
support for the widows and families of war martyrs, re-affirming the state's continued recognition 
                                            




of the families' sacrifice. The murals of young men in uniform exemplify the dangerous binary of 
the state's specific form of commemorative propaganda: epic and authoritative in size and scope, 
but banal in their permanent position in the cityscape, scarcely noticed by local passersby. The 
prosaic nature of the monument and their integration into the Iranian landscape signals the deep 
inscription of the Iran-Iraq war into the public realm, a visual arena where the billboards dotting 
the many urban highways alternate between images of shampoo bottles and television sets and 
sweeping panoramas of soldiers walking off into the sunset, bright, painterly colors used in a 
strange juxtaposition with the mournful imagery depicted (advertisements, propaganda). It is 
through such a positioning in the public spaces that the ubiquity and permanence of these images 
has rendered them no longer shocking, but banal, their potency and efficacy arising not from their 
ability to be noticed and effective but from their infiltration of the everyday: their "everydayness" 
rendering them a part of national consciousness. 
Ultimately, by re-inscribing the narrative of the "Holy Defense" into the still unfolding and 
unformed contemporary narrative of post-revolutionary Iran--rendering visible the memories of 
the absent young men, (they have not died they have been turned into image, the body robbed of 
the opportunity to be corpse but only spirit, transformed into paint and color), names of otherwise 
innocuous streets and public squares are turned into signifiers of war, such that utterances of war- 
related phenomenon infiltrate everyday conversation, (where is the drug store? Behind the garden 
of the martyrs.)--the state may continue to operate under the logic of war or, more specifically, 
under the logic of threat. Indeed, by continually re-inserting the visual and linguistic presence of 
the Iran- Iraq war into the present day, not only is the state formulating an origin story for the 
Islamic Republic, a nation forged both in defiance of the imperial powers and Saddam's 
secular/Sunni army, it also proposes the idea that the continued existence of the nation rests upon 




command of the authority figures, and it is for this reason that demands the nation operate through 
a logic of threat259. 
To begin, a logic of threat implies a logic tied to a specific temporal matrix, for the notion 
of an imminent threat undeniably implies the idea that the future is at risk; the possibility that the 
state of things may cease to exist in their current manifestation. Thus, a logic of threat implies both 
the promise of a possibility of a future as well as the possibility of its destruction, the present 
constructed in order to preserve its past. By operating under the assumption of an ever-present 
threat then, these commemorative tactics of the state speak less to the present than to the future, in 
other words these summonings—visual and rhetorical—of past trauma are engaged most directly 
not with the present, but with the future: the contemporary realm subsumed under the weight of 
both the past and the future, serving as placeholder. On the one hand, the past is so felt so acutely 
in the everyday, that the present is only able to situate itself as a sort of remainder, that which 
exists as aftermath, as if perpetually caught within the immediate-moment after the catastrophe. 
Furthermore, as result of this, the enemy and cause of injury which existed in the past remains ever 
near: hence the immanence and imminence of threat, until the primary goal of the vulnerable 
present is to position itself in such a way as to preserve the possibility of a future. Thus, 
remembrance within Iran emerges as a way to subsume the present under both the present and the 
past. 
As has been extensively written about, there are many other forms of memorialization 
offering opportunities for the inscription of the past into the present within post-revolutionary Iran, 
most notably the commemoration of the Karbala narrative, a story of sacrifice and martyrdom 
which lays some of the conceptual and spiritual cornerstone of Shi'i sm. I focus, here, however 
                                            




briefly, on the commemoration of the Iran-Iraq War due to 1) its occurrence in the immediate past, 
such individual memories persist in a substantial portion of the population, and 2) its ability to 
operate on both the personal and national registers, an event that impacted the vast majority of 
those living within Iranian borders on an intimate level, providing a personal experience by which 
to judge/measure that of the national narrative presented. 
Having, however briefly, considered the importance of commemoration within the 
construction and preservation of the national narrative of post-revolutionary Iran, the significance 
of which cannot be overstated, it would appear then, that the Sufis reaction to the destruction of 
the meeting place at Takhteh Foulad would exist in direct opposition to such an emphasis on 
preservation and insertion of past traumatic events into the contemporary realm. Indeed, a cursory 
glance would seem to display a series of neat binaries: an active forgetting versus an active 
remembrance, a willful amnesia over willful remembrance, rejection over affirmation. Where the 
clerical establishment has chosen the path of memorialization, re-constructing visuals to render 
the absent present, the Sufis have embarked upon an arguably more challenging arc to render the 
present absent, most notably when the physical ruins remained around them. And while it is 
certainly undeniable that the choices and actions of these two groups contain deep intellectual 
differences, upon closer examination, it may be argued that the positions of both contain certain 
theological resonances. Contrary to the binaries presented here, it may be argued that there exists 









Jafari v. Nimatullari Understanding of Shi'i Remembrance: 
“Dhikr. ..is that by means of which man preserves that knowledge (ma'arifa) which he has attained, so it is 
akin to memory (hifz), except that memory is spoken of in it respect of its function of rendering present 
(istihadar). Dhikr is also used to refer to the presence of a thing in one's consciousness. (lit 'heart') or in 
one's speech. Thus, it is said that there are two types of dhikr: dhikr of the heart and dhikr of the tongue, 
and each comprises two further kinds of dhikr: a dhikr which follows forgetfulness, and a dhikr which does 
not allow forgetfulness but which, on the contrary, expresses a continuous remembering." 
~ Raghib al-Isfahani260 
"Dhikr is the heart of Shi'i sm, and Sufism is the heart of Shi'i sm" 
      ~ Seyed Mustafa Azamyesh261 
There is remembrance, and there is dhikr. And, as above the quote articulates, the two are 
not the same. 
Up until this point, I have been translating "dhikr" as "remembrance" or "mindfulness;" 
here, however, it is clear that to consider dhikr as a form of remembrance or memory proves a 
poor understanding: it is rather something only "akin to memory." If we understand memory as an 
act of preservation, a process by which to crystallize and store that which has come to pass, then 
dhikr instead proves a phenomenon that not only maintains knowledge but "renders it present." 
Dhikr appears rather as an intellectual exercise whereupon a specific instance of stored 
knowledge is brought forward, a summoning to both reaffirm and re-enter into the present that 
which has been kept. Following this, as al-Isfahani explains, there exists two types of dhikr,; one 
which "follows forgetfulness" and another which does not involve forgetting at all, but instead 
"expresses a continuous remembering." Thus, to rearticulate, we not only see distinctions between 
dhikr and memory, but within dhikr itself, a distinction that may be all the more transparent when 
we consider the ways in which these two interpretations are adopted by the government of the 
Islamic Republic and the Sufis respectively. And while the importance of dhikr within Sufi 
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practice has been demonstrated thus far, before examining these divisions more closely it is 
worthwhile to understand the "rendering present" of dhikr that is evident within more "orthodox" 
forms of Shi'i sm of jurisprudence. 
To begin more generally, within the Qur'an262 dhikr is often translated as an "invocation," 
as seen in the following passages: 
"And invoke the Name of thy Lord morning and evening." (76:25)  
"And invoke the Name of they Lord, devoting thyself to Him with utter 
devotion (73: 8)  
"O ye who believe! Invoke God with much invocation." (33:41)  
"Call upon thy Lord in humility and in secret." (7:55) 
 
"And invoke thy Lord within thyself, in humility and awe, and beneath thy breath, in the 
morning and in the night." (7: 205) 
Dhikr as invocation emerges hence as a method to achieve a ceaseless form of devotion, a practice 
to be done "morning and evening," in order to re-affirm the place of the divine throughout the day. 
The interior, possibly silent or inaudible, form of invocation is also emphasized, whereupon the 
calling upon is conducted "in humility and in secret," and "beneath thy breath," an intimate form 
of summoning that possesses a physical as well as spiritual proximity to the faithful, sounds barely 
escaping beyond the mouth, the words as fragile as a memory itself. Perhaps all acts of 
remembrance contain an element of invocation, where that which was once known is again 
beckoned forward, but it might be argued that the intentionality behind this kind of willful calling 
forward would set it apart from other forms of remembrance, even if there are certain resonances 
within both. 
                                            




Within the text of Nahj al balagh263e, the collection of letters, sermons, and sayings 
attributed to Imam Ali and the second holiest text within Jafari Shi'i sm, the importance of a 
"continuous remembering" is also seen: 
"And establish the prayers for the sake of My 
“Remembrance"(20:14)  
"Remember God with much remembrance" (33:41) 
"Prayer keepeth one from indecency and evil, while the remembrance of God is greater" 
(29:45). 
 "And remember the name of his Lord, so prayeth (87:15) 
Then He gave him heart with memory, tongue to talk and eye to see with, in order that he may take 
lesson (from whatever is around him) and understand it and follow the admonition and abstain 
from evil. *Sermon 82) 
Although this is only a small selection of passages that refer to remembrance, he 
frequently discusses the theme throughout the text, especially in relation to prayer, in several 
instances placing hierarchizing memory over prayer. In particular "remember God with much 
remembrance" is similar to the translation of the aya in the Qur'an to "invoke God with much 
invocation," such that the verb and the noun are one and the same, suggesting that the act is a 
means unto itself. Perhaps most revealing of memory as rendering present is the idea of "heart 
with memory" in the passage from Sermon 82264, indicating that an act of recollection draws from 
an apriori source, that the heart, center of emotion, spirituality, and, often, instinct, would be able 
to bring forth the name and presence of the divine, rather than the mind. 
With just a sampling of the role of remembrance within the spiritual texts of Jafari Shi'i sm, 
what I have hoped to demonstrate here is that dhikr indicates not only the act of remembrance but 
                                            






a remembrance brought intentionally summoned forward, a mindfulness integrally tied to the 
creation of knowledge as it is to the preservation of knowledge. Furthermore, as previously 
discussed, it has been the objective of the Iranian government to continually re-insert the episodes 
of the past into the present, the images and memories re-inserted into the consciousness of Iranians 
for as long as deemed productive. In both cases too, both forms of invocation are dependent upon 
a "dhikr of the tongue," one that implies a memory re-imagined in such a way that it is made/exists 
external to oneself, either through a whispered utterance, a spiritual belief/thought made tangible, 
or an elaborate visual depiction rendered large onto the side of a building, grabbing the attention of 
otherwise distracted passersby. Ultimately, it is clear to see the parallels between the political 
tactics of the current regime with the spiritual directives of the texts which guide them, such that 
Shi'i remembrance remains as involved with the present and future as with the past. 
Returning to the al-Isfahani quote, let us now turn to the second form of dhikr menionted 
the dhikr of the heart, that which "follows forgetfulness." Notice too, that this form of dhikr is still 
closely linked to remembrance, but is distinct from the "continuous remembering" of the previous 
form. Indeed, by following forgetfulness, it would appear that it would indicate some sort of break, 
a rupture in the mindfulness, only to be re-affirmed again. This is resonant with the words of al- 
Isfahani as seen in the previous chapter, "we forget our dhikr in order to remember out dhikr" 
whereupon the act of disremembering is asserted to be as essential as the activation of memory 
itself. In other words: in order to reformulate and re-create that moment of recognition, it needs to 
vanish just so that it may re-emerge again, its disappearance as crucial as its reappearance, the 
prescription of an epistemological void so that the individual may experience the re-emergence of 
that mindfulness. Similarly, the Sufis have done something similar, perhaps a strange inverse: 
they remember to forget. Just as the Qur'an commands one to "invoke the name of God", the 




invocation of forgetting. Ultimately, if it may be argued that the Sufis have implemented a form of 
active forgetting, or willful amnesia, as I have been calling it here, then, just as the dhikr as 
mindfulness may involve disremembering, so too may a willful amnesia involve a sort of layer of 
remembrance as well. 
Furthermore, it appears as if the two Shi'i groups in question have both turned to the 
concept and practice of dhikr in order to fulfill their respective objectives: one to re-inscribe the 
traumas of the past into the present, giving evidence for the need for a strong, central government 
to ensure that these traumas may not be experienced again; the other in order to declare their 
disinterest and disengagement with the social-political as well as material realm. Rather than 
positioning the groups as wholly heterodox and orthodox, the clerical establishment in opposition 
to the mystical outliers, here we see both entities utilizing different interpretations of Shi'i 
epistemology, demonstrating slight shifts in their understanding of a deeply complex and nuanced 
idea. Thus, when attempting to understand the dynamic between this particular Sufi order and the 
governing authority, whether they be the central government or local municipality, through the 
prism of dhikr, it is clear that such modes of oppositional thinking prove insufficient. We might 
consider in the place of this binary a particular discursive tradition, one where two groups, both of 
whose faith claims to be the "heart of Shi'i sm," draw upon a long history of the importance of 
remembrance within Shi'i scholarship, culminating in differing interpretations of the same theme. 
One embracing the "remembrance to forget," the other a more direct, perhaps less circular form of 
recollection. The similarities in tactics then must also be noted as much as the divergences, as 






Tactics of Resistance 
“Abandon these tales of yesterday and tomorrow. Now is the time to change yourself.” 
~Shah Nimatullahi Vali265 
 
As of this writing, individuals Sufis still gather outside the grave on Fridays for evening 
prayers. They gather not as a group, but individually, going to a small alleyway behind the new 
wall, but primarily praying inside the cemetery. "We did not want to attract attention," I was told, 
"but we don't think they will bother us if we don't go in a large group." The authorities have not 
given them any trouble since the initial destruction. When asked again about the destruction of the 
tekiye and what has happened since, the responses are still wildly mixed, largely depending on the 
individual relationship to myself. 
Let us reconsider Takhteh-Foulad, and the events that transpired there. Most notably, up 
until this moment we have focused mainly on the Sufis' reaction to the razing of the temple, and 
how we might understand their decision to disremember the building. In these concluding spaces, 
however, it is worth examining the incident more wholly from beginning to end, from the initial 
sign posted upon the door to their continued praying in the alleyway. More specifically, upon 
consideration there appears to be a turning point in the tactics and responses employed, before the 
destruction and after, a stark contrast in their actions and reactions. Initially, the Sufis employed a 
number of tactics in their attempts to prevent the demolition: appealing to the authorities, looking 
to family connections within the bureaucracy, various avenues of dialogue and negotiations that 
culminated with the confrontation on the night of the destruction. Such methods of direct 
engagement are typical techniques by which social entities may attempt to thwart the actions of 
the political bodies that govern them, and the order embraced these methods whole-heartedly. 
                                            




Why then, in the aftermath of the devastation at Takhteh Foulad, after such resistance had been 
mounted—sleeping through cold nights, risking arrest or worse—did their oppositional 
consciousness seem to dissipate so quickly? 
One might offer that it did not disappear, it merely changed forms. 
Perhaps not even changed forms, but perhaps what occurred was a shift: a shift in the way 
that the order wished to view the incident. Initially, the matter was approached on what might be 
called a societal or bureaucratic level, where attempts were made to navigate the various institutes 
and to contact appropriates authorities, all means by which they might confront the municipality 
directly. Just as the municipality claimed the reason for the destruction was "beautification" of the 
neighborhood, or in other words the building was destroyed for purely civil purposes, so too did 
the Sufis approach the instance as an entirely civil matter, ultimately resulting in an act not 
dissimilar to civil disobedience, action meant with counter-action. 
After the demolition, however, the mystics never contacted the authorities again, spoke 
only to a few media figures immediately after the event and then, at least in theory, never spoke of 
the matter again. This public silence however, did not imply that the Sufis were no longer 
concerned with what transpired at Takhteh Foulad nor had they dismissed it completely: the 
incident was rather approached from an entirely different light, the terms of the debate 
re-configured wholly: now the removal of the hosseiniyeh would be approached through a 
mystical elns. Rather than confrontation, there is evasion, rather than direct opposition, a strange 
sideways tactic has been espoused, the socio-political realm abandoned in favor of one with which 
it largely unconcerned. It is in this way that the Sufi Order has rendered the municipality's actions 
impotent: one can never lose if they have never played at all. 
Is this resistance? There are shades of defiance here, undoubtedly, if we are to understand 




resistance is framed as a persecuted minority group taking some form of active measure in 
response to a governing body who has impinged upon their autonomy or self-preservation in some 
way or form; and one might argue that the mystics' response to the Isfahani municipal government, 
working in tandem with the national government, would prove just such an example. The Sufis' 
ultimate response, however, or non-response, their very deliberate actions to "ignore" the event in 
their own way, adds a layer of ambiguity that might problematize such a categorization. If 
resistance is deliberative action in response to antagonistic forces, how does deliberative 
forgetting register? 
To answer such an inquiry, we might return to the question of ritual, meaning was this act 
of willful amnesia an instantiation of the dhikr ritual, and how might the relationship between 
ritual and resistance shed light on the matter. 
In Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance, Jean Comaroff investigates such a relationship, 
writing that while awareness of oppression runs deep, reaction may appear erratic, diffuse, and 
difficult to characterize. It is here that we must look beyond the conventionally explicit modes 
domains of 'political action' and 'consciousness'; for, when, expressions of dissent are prevented 
from attaining the level of open discourse, a subtle but systematic breach of authoritative cultural 
codes might make a statement of protest which, by virtue of being rooted in a shared structural 
predicament and experience of dispossession, conveys an unambiguous message...ritual provides 
an appropriate medium through which the values and structures of a contradictory world may be 
addressed and manipulated.266 
Thus for Comaroff the values which guide the ritual allows for a "breach of authoritative 
cultural codes" through its activation and existence within a hegemonic context, so that "such 
                                            




exercises.. .are at once expressive and pragmatic, for they aim to change the real world by 
inducing transformation in the world of symbol and rite." 267  The transformative element 
Comaroff notes here is of the utmost importance, as is the problematizing of the limitations of 
understanding resistance as only existing within a crude binary of political action and opposition. 
The one distinction that might exist within the instance of Takhteh Foulad is the inability to "attain 
a level of open discourse" for, while their protestations may fall open deaf ears, their earlier tactics 
suggest that more traditional forms of resistance—leaving sentries, complaining to the municipal 
authorities—were not entirely unavailable to them. Instead, this more surreptitious move was a 
highly intentional decision. 
Beyond simply resistance, however, this might be understood as a tactic first and foremost. 
What is a tactic? Both method and maneuver, it is an act that is calculated, purposeful and 
definitely intentional. A tactic is something which is designed to respond to a certain dilemma or 
obstacle, and hence is molded by the contours of the problem it wishes to navigate, the formation 
of a conceptual counterpoint. Thus, when considering the mystics' actions, one might categorize 
them as a form of tactical endeavor, one which involves a certain mode of resistance but is not 
wholly defined by it. In other words, their decision to not directly engage with the municipal 
government and the larger systems of power was a form of resistance by the fact that they chose to 
prioritize their metaphysical needs first—the primacy of the remembrance of God—thereby 
demonstrating the impotency and irrelevance of the state in light of their own epistemological and 
spiritual framework. As they began with civil tactics they continued and continued to approach the 
incident through careful deliberation, merely shifting their response to address the needs of what 
the building was addressing all along: the spiritual needs of the faithful. In this way, the entire 





incident has been re-framed as a spiritual exercise as devoid as politics as they might make it, an 
unknowing of memory, which, within the context of Iran, is a highly politicized act. 
Unknowing of Memory 
What does it mean to unknow a memory? The strangest of exercises, to question oneself at 
such a fundamental level, acting as both skeptic and believer, both pushing and pulling against a 
single idea, refuting information which exists on the most fundamental of levels. Ultimately, this 
form of refutation of knowledge implements an instance of self-doubt so severe, undermining not 
only the ontological status of places and things, but one's own cognitive faculties and emotions, 
propelling one to question the very nature of their own reality. Indeed, such an upending of 
reality—outside of some form of psychotic break—is only possible when the parameters of what 
constitutes "reality" itself might be reconfigured. To demand such malleability from the real 
undermines the understanding of reality as a totality, that which is unchanging and exists as a 
temporally and ontologically contained whole. In this instance then, we must turn to Sufi 
understandings of what comprises that which might be considered "real." Furthermore, we must 
also consider the epistemologies demanded by such systems of reality, and it is in this way that we 
turn to gnostic logic, it is here that we might see how the dream logic is in play. Before that, 
however, let us re-visit mystical notions of the real. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, within contemporary mysticism, one of the primary 
debates revolves around the discernment of that which is real and that which is imagined, that 
which is veiled and that which is revealed. And perhaps the aspect which we must keep first and 
foremost in our minds is that the Sufis believe that such a thing that might be called reality does 
exist, but it is only the most enlightened beings who are able to experience it as such. Beyond this, 




become transparent as one advances further along the path, as if one's sight was slowly coming 
into focus. A more commonly used analogy, however, is the idea of wakefulness and dreaming, or 
that those who have reached enlightenment are the only beings whom are considered ever truly 
awake. As such, very few are ever said to have achieved full wakefulness, only saints and other 
holy figures, as even the quotbs and sheikhs are seen as only positioned higher on the path. It is 
safe to assume then, that the Sufis practicing at Takhte Foulad would have considered themselves 
enshrouded from the real, residing instead in a state of dozing sleepfulness, and it is from this 
vantage point that we might consider the epistemological foundations guiding their actions. 
The mystics have attempted to manipulate the real because the real is not available to them, 
merely a strange dreamworld that is itself an illusion. One of the key aspects of Sufism is that, 
unlike the uninitiated, the mystics have recognized and accepted the inaccessibility of the real, and 
are thus able to affirm its illusory nature by exploiting the artifice and illusion that comprises this 
elusive in-between, partially revealed stage.268 Furthermore, it is imperative to realize the power 
of subjectivity ensconsced within this world-view: not only for manipulating the illusion, but for 
constructing it as well. And it is here then, where the ontological and the existential are collapsed 
into one, that the dream logic takes hold: if all life is a dream, then it may be as you dream it. If 
reality is unavailable to us and we are thus only able to understand the external world only as 
dream, then only oneiric thinking alone that might be used to both affirm and navigate such a 
realm. 
Furthermore, not only is it the thinker/dreamer which constructs this strange space, as 
Bachelard has noted, there is no difference between them: "The dreamer is the double 
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consciousness of his well-being and of the happy world. His cogito is not divided into the dialectic 
of subject and object.269" In other words, the dreamer constructs both self and world. Certainly, the 
phenomenological implications of both the Sufis' thought and Bachelard are great: the difference 
is that the Sufis believe that there is in fact an a-priori reality, it is merely out of reach, whereas 
Bachelard would disavow any forms of apriority altogether. The similarities lie instead in the fact 
that both "journeys" are driven entirely by the subject; time and time again it is the individual and 
the individual alone who is made responsible for his spiritual development. Bachelard 
distinguishes between the dream and reverie: the former overtakes us, unconscious thoughts 
dominating conscious thoughts, whereas in reverie is more akin to a daydream, a mode of 
conscious thinking implemented by the individual, active dreaming versus passive dreaming. 
In such encounters, a Poetics of reverie becomes conscious of its tasks: causing consolidations of 
imagined worlds, developing the audacity of constructive reverie, affirming itself in a dreamer's 
clear consciousness, coordinating liberties, finding some true thing in all the indisciplines of 
language, opening all the prisons of the being so that the human possesses all becomings. Those are 
just so many often contradictory tasks lying between what concentrates the being and what exalts 
it.270 
Within an unknowing of memory, no less of a claim is made than the supremacy of the imaginary 
over the actual. The gentle daydream, in its implementation, rendered bold. In offering a group 
solution as to how to react to the destruction of their meeting place, the sheikhs have offered a 
united imaginary front, a "consolidation," as Bachelard notes, of a dream. If reverie is conscious 
dreaming, then a poetics of reverie is the careful assemblage and shepherding of these ephemeral 
thoughts, as if a conductor moving notes through the air. 
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And so we have found ourselves in the "audacity of constructive reverie," by a small group of 
individuals who insisted on what might be called a dream, an idea "suggested" to them by their 
spiritual leaders, those they trust the most. And although there were those within the order who did 
not put into practice these ideas, none refuted or challenged them, none made the case for another 
tactic. Those who did not attempt to "actively forget" simply acknowledged that it was too 
difficult for them too do so. Otherwise, they join the rest in forgoing the memory of their space, 
the memory of its destruction, so that they might more closely adhere to the dhikr that has been 
proscribed to them. Such is the audacity of the politics of apolitics. 
When even a memory may be unlearned, a greater risk has been revealed: when the 
knowledge of a memory may be overturned, then the actuality of all greater knowledge too 
remains malleable, open, and at risk. As is understood within Sufi thought, to possess knowledge 
of something does not represent possession of an absolute, but rather an open engagement with a 
thought. To return once more to a previously quoted passage by Majzub'alishah: 
 
Literally, erfan [gnosis] is knowing. Yet knowing has different stages...gnosis is not an absolute 
matter. It is something that, as the philosophers say, is graduated (tashkiki) such as light and faith, 
which have degrees...More than anything else...this process continues endlessly.271 
Again, we see here both knowledge and the project of mysticism as synonymous entities, so 
closely intertwined as to be inseparable, both dedicated to the implementation of the practice of 
the irresolution of thought. 
Thus, by invoking their own mystical epistemologies, the Sufis at Takhteh-Foulad have 
contested not only the actions of the authorities, but the finality of the event itself. They have here 
applied the ideas within the dhikr ritual--that forgetting may also be understood to be intimately 
tied to remembrance, such that one might actively forget just as one might actively remember—as 
                                            




well as those ideas pertaining to the unreality of the world to respond to the destruction of the 
tekiye on their own terms. There exists many stories of what transpired, or what did not transpire, 
at Takhte Foulad, and the Sufis disavowal of the authorities' actions have in the end invoked a 
strange political turn. On the one hand, we witness the implementation of apolitics at its most 
extreme, the most blatant form of disengagement, one what might even venture to say denial, of a 
politically motivated series of actions that had a directly negative outcome on the group itself. And 
it might be safe to stop there, to simply categorize the actions of a spiritual group as uninterested in 
the broader social realm as a part of a larger system of belief. On the other hand, we have a group 
who has essentially denied the authorities any agency and in a sense has stripped them of their 
power by refuting the very actions that allow them to reassert their dominance. 
In the end, however, it might be argued that either assessment remains contingent upon the 
question of perspective: from the perspective of the authorities and the broader Iranian socio-
political sphere, a group has deemed the actions of the state apparatus irrelevant—despite its 
directly negative outcome on its own affairs—and such a maneuver might be viewed as a 
distinctly political act, one that reaffirms the dialectics of power through its very denial. From the 
perspective of the Sufis however, or perhaps more specifically the perspective put forward by the 
sheikhs, this has been viewed first and foremost as an exercise in mystical thought and practice, an 
occasion where the potential within their own epistemologies to help navigate a world often 














Contemporary Wandering (suluk) and Alternative Spatial Formation in an Iranian City 
Unknowing of Place 
"In the auditory category, we have here an immense sound-miniature, the miniature of an entire cosmos that 
speaks softly. Faced with such a miniature of world sounds as this, a phenomenologist must systematically 
point out all that goes beyond perception, organically as well as objectively.”272 
-Gaston Bachelard 
"Spread yourself upon everywhere, and where has lost its where-ness."273 
~ Mansour al-Hallaj 
 
We move quickly through the quiet streets in the early evening, our rustling bags and quick 
feet making the only sounds in an otherwise quiet residential area, the hushed atmosphere seeming 
to amplify the normally innocuous sounds. As is the case in most residential areas in Iran, with the 
exception of Tehran, the streets are quiet, removed from the bustling cacophony of the main 
thoroughfares and public squares. As cars rather than walking remain the mode of transportation, 
you may hear the occasional set of neighborhood children playing outdoors or chatting passersby 
out for walk, but generally residential neighborhoods are characterized by a calm stillness. 
Nikoo notes that it's not much farther now, and gestures toward an intersection as we 
continue forward in our hurried stride. 
These are wider residential streets, spacious enough for two-way traffic, if drivers actually 
paid attention to such dismissible nonsense as traffic laws. As in most cities in Iran, the residential 
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buildings are apartment complexes, with many situated behind a high concrete wall. The urban 
middle class, both in its lower and upper instantiations, reside primarily in such apartment 
buildings. There are stand alone homes too, older residential buildings, designs from an earlier 
time when structures were made to hold large extended or multiple families. Although in the 
neighborhood we move through now, there are only tall buildings of varying heights rising over 
their protective enclosures. I begin to hear some music being played. Both melodic and 
percussive. 
Okay, here it is, Nickoo notes as we come to a stop. We have reached the intersection of 
the wide street on which we traveled and a smaller alleyway, big enough for only one car to pass. 
At this point we stop to listen. 
"It's coming from further up, I think, no?" 
A pause. 
"Yes, I think you're right. Let's move forward" 
We move forward. 
We head back to the side of the street we were originally on and continue onward. The 
percussive element grows stronger. We walk silently and with purpose as we follow the sound., up 
the street and down. We move forward, then back. 
"I think this is it." 
We stand in front of another wall which guards another building situated about a hundred 
feet from the road. It's a slightly more upscale building, with two doors: one for pedestrians, and 
another for cars. In all likelihood, the building has space for parking on the ground and basement 
levels. From inside this wall we hear music playing. A CD is being broadcast, in this case a 
vocal-less recording of a daf piece, a wide frame drum that is either held in one hand of the 




various formation against the skin of the drum, punctuated by short slaps and caresses by a 
flattened palm. The sound it produces is not unlike that of rain on a rooftop. 
On the pedestrian gate, the family names for the apartments inside are smudged and 
largely worn away, as we can scan them fruitlessly. This is the building, but which apartment is 
not clear. And while the rollicking and rolling sound of the gentle daf has summoned us to this 
spot, outside a white wall and white brick building, but technology will provide the rest of the 
way. 
Nickoo takes out her cell phone. "Can you buzz us in?" 
A harsh buzz sounds, a clanging lock releases, and the door snaps slightly open. We enter 
the doorway and make our way inside. As we walk through the courtyard, we pass a small 
personal stereo, situated on top of a chair, playing music. It is positioned near the front of the 
courtyard, but not directly behind the wall, not close enough to block the sound that emanates 
from it. We make our way inside the building. 
Inside the apartment, we are the last to arrive and are greeted with an almost festive 
atmosphere. About a dozen people are seated along the ground and the sofa, talking and laughing 
amongst themselves, seated not in the formal guest room, with its sharp edges and reflective 
surfaces, but squeezed into the smaller and softer living room, where the body might relax along 
with the furniture. Although of the people who are there only some are family, there is no question 
this room is the appropriate choice. 
There are books scattered along too--some dog-eared, some new--as ubiquitous as the cups 
of tea and snacks filling the space. 
"So you found us!" 




"It was loud enough, then? We didn't want to annoy the neighbors, but we wanted to make 
sure you keep heard it from the street. I actually went out into the street to check." 
"No, you had it at just the right volume." 
"So, it turned out well."  
And then, with a laugh: "You see what kind of things we have to think of in Iran!?" 
 
This small group of young people had been holding such creatively organized reading 
groups for a little less than three months, and then had stopped, citing the difficulty in 
co-ordinating everyone's schedules as the main reason for discontinuing the sessions. The session 
that I had attended had been re-created specifically for my benefit. 
The group was comprised of approximately fifteen young people, both men and women, 
who ranged in age from nineteen to thirty-four. Of this core group, about ten had attended a 
"formal" Sufi gathering, meaning a gathering organized and led by a Sufi sheikh or other spiritual 
authority figure, at least once, and of that group half were either "officially" members of an order, 
meaning initiated by a Sheikh, or children of official members. During their meetings, they read 
aloud and discuss selections from the canon of medieval Persian poetry. Sometime choosing 
pieces beforehand, other times choosing at random. Each session they conclude with what is 
called afaal: a sort of fortune telling game, very common throughout the country and a certainly 
not a Sufi- exclusive community, where a book of the poetry of Hafez is passed around. After this 
discussion of everyone's fate, the sessions will come to a close or the already relaxed atmosphere 
wil shift into a purely social gathering. 
Certainly, this is only a cursory overview of what occurs in such gatherings and there is 
much to discuss within such meetings of young people in post-revolutionary Iran. My focus here, 




organized and made known to their members. More specifically, what led the decision to take 
such pains to broadcast their locations audibly rather than simply decide upon a pre-determined 
location? What does such a tactic reveal about Sufism, and how might it give rise to an alternative 
"Sufi space"? 
The original impetus to organize the meetings at all came in the wake of the cancellation of 
official Sufi meetings at a Sheikh's house by the local authorities. More specifically, a subset of 
the Nimatullahi order was holding weekly meetings at a sheikh's house in a residential 
neighborhood, as is consistent with the order's practice. During these meetings, group prayers 
were said and either a sermon (sokhanrani) was delivered by an elder (pir) or a cassette of a 
sermon by Quotb (axis, spiritual leader) was played. Such gatherings had been going on for years, 
and the order had been meeting in that particular location for close to a decade, when one day a 
person came from the local authorities and stated that the Sufis were no longer to hold their 
gatherings at this location. When asked why, the official reason given was that it was clear that a 
residential home was being used for commercial purposes, and so they must desist immediately. 
The mystics attempted to assure the authority that nothing was being sold on the premises, nor 
was anyone paying to attend, to try to persuade the official that the home was not being used for 
"commercial" purposes as they understood it. The authority figure, however, remain unconvinced 
and repeated his order. Not wishing to pursue the matter further, the Sufis ended the meetings 
entirely. 
After these official meetings were stopped, the order no longer met in any "official" 
capacity, and the Sheikhs recommended travelling to Tehran to attend large gatherings instead. 
On holidays and other special occasions, however, people would still gather, usually in a gender 
segregated capacity, and invite either a Sheikh or a female "elder" to deliver a sermon, lead a 




One group, however, continued to meet on a regular basis, at least for a short while, and it this 
group's actions I wish to discuss now. More specifically, to consider the way that the Sufis utilize 
the practice of intentional listening (sama) and mystical ideals of wandering to navigate the local 
politics of Iranian space. 
Before venturing further, it would be beneficial to clarify my use of the term "local" 
politics — I approach the term with the understanding that what might be noted as "local" 
functions not from within a vacuum, but also works in conversation with national and even 
international politics, such that the decision of the local authorities described here emerge from 
and operate within a specific historical and intellectual context. However, I employ the term only 
to clarify that there are in fact vast discrepancies between treatments of Sufis throughout disparate 
cities within Iran, and the actions of the municipal governments did not come from any orders 
from the national level in this particular instance. 
While there are many levels of questions here, for our purposes I would like to focus on 
the following narratives: 1) the actions of the authorities, both in this particular instance and in 
Iran as a whole, 2) this smaller group's response to the actions of the authorities through the 
application of mystical epistemologies of sama and wandering, 3) Most significantly, how the 
listening practices in play here are able to able to constitute a form of auditory spaces 4) the 
broader ramifications of such an alternative Islamic space within post-revolutionary Iran and 
beyond. By examining the example of this undeniably small group and their creative application 
of theories of sama and wandering, we might better understand the ways that the Sufi community 
today has taken shape at the nexus of local politics and mystical epistemologies. Ultimately, this 
chapter seeks to answer the question: What does the Sufi community look like today? What are 
the markers, both visible and invisible, that demarcate the boundaries of what might be called Sufi 




question, we may be able to understand the advantages and disdvantages of operating with a space 
that remains never fully known. 
 
Civic and Civility Over Theology and Blasphemy 
While my primary focus here is on the actions of the youth group, it is beneficial to 
consider the underlying reasons guiding the actions on the part of the authorities. Why have they 
chosen to end the meetings on such pedestrian grounds as the improper use of residential space? 
Indeed, just as we have seen in the last instance of state interference, where the municipal 
government razed the meeting place on the grounds of a "beautification of the neighborhood" 
program, again the local authorities have accused a mystical group of violating a civil law, rather 
than any larger "theological" violation, such as "blasphemy," "crimes against God." Rather than 
confront the Sufis on the field of metaphysics, it seems that the government wishes to remain on 
much more prosaic legal grounds. 
Beyond simply demonstrating legal preference, however, this decision in fact holds great 
significance. The Islamic Republic, both in the West and through their own self-representation, is 
consistently up held as a theocracy first and foremost. As the opening lines of the constitution note: 
"The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran advances the cultural, social, political, and 
economic institutions of Iranian society based on Islamic principles and norms, which represent 
an honest aspiration of the Islamic Ummah [community]," such that the objective of the Islamic 
Republic is above all else is to foster and champion that which it deems to be the most correct 
version of society based upon Islamic ideals. 
Here then, confronted with a religious minority group who, although Shi'i , have a system 
of belief distinct from that of the reigning orthodoxy, the state is given the presumably perfect 




inserting themselves into what might be argued to be a theological debate, with one Shi'i group 
pitted against another, the state could reaffirm their position of moral as well as political guardian, 
as the dictum of the guardianship of the jurist (velayat e-faqi). Such a view is what one might 
assume to be the priority within the Islamic Republic but, as has been demonstrated, this was, in 
the end, not the case. 
At this point, it is necessary to explain my claim of a distinction between "civil" and 
"theological" law as per the Iranian Constitution. Certainly, this distinction could prove 
problematic in consideration of the fact that the entire legal system is largely derived from Islamic 
law (sharia)274, and thus one might make the argument that all legal categories derive back from a 
"theological" or "divinely inspired" position. Consequently, by theological law I should note more 
specifically that I refer to charges here such as "blasphemy," (sabb-al-nab) "crimes against God," 
(mohrahebeh), "spreading corruption on earth" (mofsed-efilarZ) which are more explicitly tied to 
violations of a more existential or divine nature than other crimes such as theft or perjury. And 
while I recognize that such a distinction remains problematic, especially given the fact that such 
charges are often used against political dissidents, as well as the fact that many political 
philosophers have argued that all laws or even the concept of the law possess some sort of 
metaphysical quality to them, I would still maintain that a distinction between these two forms of 
law — civic and theological, and it is worth noting too that the Sufis were ostensibly persecuted on 
the ground of the former. This said, its significant to remember again that the Sufis were never 
formally charged with anything but were simply informed of , the equivalent of a "keep down the 
noise" visit by the local police. 
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Nonetheless, the authorities are thus revealing that they view the mystics first as a political 
threat, before a "theological" or "existential" one. In other words, the Islamic Republic reveals that 
it operates first as a political entity, prioritizing hostile actors by their ability to disrupt power 
dynamics rather than revealing that the Islamic Republic remains focused on goals similar to the 
vast majority of contemporary nation states, therein upturning both their own posturing as "the 
shining example" as well as the "Mad Mullah" accusations of Western powers. 
Having said this, the question still remains as to why they decided to pursue the Sufis 
through the lens of civil rather than more overtly theologically-directed laws. In other words, one 
could obviously impede their activities through either category, even if their original impetus was 
politically motivated. As such, one might suggest that crimes that refer to a more explicitly 
"divine" or "religious" violation, i.e. blasphemy or moral corruption, involve both a much more 
complicated and lengthy legal process275, where a trial and imprisonment is involved, and harsher 
sentences, and so perhaps the authorities did not view the Sufis as enough of a threat to undertake 
such a lengthy legal process. Moreover, accusations of the committing of such crimes will 
undoubtedly attract more attention and hence the threat of more scrutiny to their actions. 
Another reason is that, as is the practice by government agencies the world over, by 
quelling the activities of a group through the persecution of them on the grounds of prosaic civil 
violations, authorities are able to mask their real motives while retaining the moral high ground. In 
other words, by accusing the Sufis of carrying out infringements of something not dissimilar to 
traffic law, they are able to curtail their meetings and practices—arguably their primary 
objective—while they themselves are able to avoid charges of discrimination against a minority 
group or infringing on citizens' rights of freedom of practice. Thus, from a legal perspective, there 
                                            




has been no infraction by the local authorities, and any possibilities for exposing such acts of 
discrimination faces a much more complicated legal battle. Hidden behind the perceived 
neutrality of the mundane, those who wish to curtail the actions of the mystics are hence able to 
circumvent these larger legal, ethical, and political debates by pursuing the matter through these 
more prosaic channels. 
Hence, in their embrace of the civic and the civil rather than the overtly theological, the 
Iranian authorities here reveal their position as an entity invested first in the political realm rather 
than the existential or divine realm, as motivated by the discourses of earthly authoritarian power 
as any other "secular" form of governing body. Moreover, through their actions they expose their 
viewpoint of the Sufis as a similarly "political entity" first and foremost, a group whose actions are 
worth regulating and controlling, but not threatening enough to warrant harsh sentences, lengthy 
court cases, and most of all enough attention and resources to potentially garner public sympathy 
where general apathy once existed. In the end, the authorities are able to navigate this potentially 
delicate situation by restricting the activities of the group through the tactic of accusations of low 
level, parochial ordinances violations, therein achieving their objective of stopping the meetings 
while largely avoiding any accusations which might be leveled against themselves regarding the 
denying of the freedom of practice or assembly. 
Formations of the Auditory Landscape 
At this point, we might now turn our attention to the actions of the Sufi group themselves, 
and their formation of what I am calling an auditory landscape? In this section, I hope to address 
the following critical inquiries: under what conditions does a soundscape come into being, and 
how might it be experienced by those who inhabit it? Or perhaps, to frame our discussion more 




of definition in the determination of a landscape? Henceforth, by giving specific focus to the 
realms of perception, navigation, as well as proposing an alternative definition of the spatial in 
relation to intentional listening (sama), we might hope to better understand the transformative and 
phenomenological capabilities of the auditory landscape of the Sufis. 
 
The Im/material Nature of Sound 
To begin to understand the idea of a soundscape, it is important to first consider sound as a 
tangible, corporeal phenomenon, one which is substantial enough and significant enough to 
encompass and relegate an entire spatial horizon. The most defining material characteristic of 
sound, however, and thereby the characteristic which would in turn most clearly define the 
parameters for any potential landscape, would appear to be, paradoxically enough, its seemingly 
immaterial and invisible nature. And yet, upon closer examination, the most distinct and in turn 
most compelling aspect of the auditory is not its ability to remain unseen, but rather the 
undeniably palpable response it elicits in spite of this fact; in other words, the capacity for sound 
to occupy the realms of both the material and the immaterial. Indeed, while sound at first appears 
to be an intangible entity, a series of imperceptible vibrations that remain uncontained and 
unlocated, its undeniable ability to be perceived and experienced sensorially reaffirms its material 
nature. Thus, there exists an inherent ambiguity within the soundscape, circumscribed as it is by 
this dynamic material/immaterial interplay. And while it may pose a challenge at times to operate 
within this indeterminate framework, what remains undeniable is the intensity of the auditory-act, 
as Henriques so succinctly describes: ".both the material and ethereal aspects of sound evidently 
and intimately connect us to our body.276" 
                                            




As such, at this juncture it might be beneficial to note another defining characteristic of 
sound: specifically, the ability to remain in motion. Defined at its most basic level as the vibration 
or oscillation of the air,277 all sound exists as a form of movement: active, transitory, and rhythmic. 
Further enhancing its ambiguous and tenuous nature is sound's tendency to remain in flux—and 
thereby constantly in progress and ultimately undefined—at all times. In considering this curious 
aspect of sound, then, the question might be posed as to how this might affect the perception of 
sound. David Toop proposes the following, framing his argument here in terms of perception, 
rather than sound itself: "For one thing, each kind of perception bears a fundamentally different 
relationship to motion and stasis, since sound, contrary to sight, presupposes movement from the 
outset...sound by its very nature necessarily implies a displacement or agitation, however 
minimal278." In other words, because sound as a phenomenon exists in such an ephemeral, 
transitional state, it may be argued that its existence relies more on perception than a static object 
which may be viewed visually279. Thus, emerging from the mutable constitution of sound is the 
particular importance of perception within the establishment of the soundscape.280 
As a result of this reliance on perception, sound elicits a particularly intensified exchange 
between the listener and the heard-object, one wherein sensory experience is so heightened that 
the interior and exterior are inextricably linked. One such example of this exchange is seen in Paul 
Stoller's ethnography of sorcery among the Songhay, as he describes the use of sound in Songhay 
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possession: "Sound, penetrates the individual and creates a sense of communication and 
participation. From the musical perspective, the 'out-there' is replaced by what Zuckerland calls 
the 'from-out-there-toward-me-and-through-me.' In this way outer and inner world interpenetrate 
in a flowing and dynamic universe, a universe in which sound is a foundation.281" Indeed, just as 
the material/immaterial nature of sound causes it to exist as an unstable sensorial phenomenon, so 
too does the perception of sound involve a "flowing and dynamic" exchange between the 
perceiver and the perceived. Operating then, in "a universe in which sound is a foundation," we 
might begin to understand how to recognize such sounds in order to devise a spatial configuration, 
our soundscape: not to contain or restrict the dynamism of the auditory horizons, but merely to 
operate through them, and within them, or as Stoller elaborates further: "When a musician or an 
apprentice Songhay sorcerer learns to hear, he or she begins to learn that sound allows for the 
interpenetration of the inner and outer worlds, of the visible and the invisible, of the tangible and 
the intangible." 282Thus, echoing the phenomenological epistemology of Merleau-Ponty wherein 
the viewing subject and the viewed object (or for our purposes, the listener and the heard-sound) 
consistently reformulate themselves through one another,283 what is made evident here is that the 
perception of sound will consistently result in an amorphous and interconnected event. 
The Sounds of Vanishing: Listening as Perception 
Having thus explored the importance of auditory perception in the determination of the 
soundscape, let us now look more closely at the phenomenon of listening specifically. In addition, 
                                            








having established a more generalized interpretation of sound, we might also return our focus to 
the city of Isfahan as well. 
As such, although Merleau-Ponty has more than adequately delineated the complex and 
anti- empirical nature of all modes of perception,284 it may be argued that the hearing-act in 
particular elides all claims to objectivity. In other words, when listening is the primary mode of 
apprehension used to investigate the surrounding area, the inconclusive nature of the hearing-act 
makes tracking such a field a near-impossibility. As Steven Connor writes in his essay "Touching 
Hearing:" "Perhaps because of the imperfect nature of hearing in humans, hearing tends to ask 
questions that get answered by the evidence of the eyes." 285  Upon hearing something, an 
undeniable presence is apprehended and recognized and yet, in the same instance, the sound 
vanishes, finishes, until only the impression or memory of the sound might remain. The 
intangible leading the intangible. Henceforth, Connor further elaborates his point with the 
following assertion: "One of the most important features of hearing, for example, or of the human 
relation to hearing, is that it seems incomplete and interrogative, hearing provides intensity 
without specificity, which is why it has often been thought to be aligned more closely with feeling 
than with understanding."286 Following this logic, hearing emerges as an inherently inquisitive 
force; whereas perception leads to the formation of knowledge, the act of hearing leads to the 
formation of questions: you see something, and you know what it is, you hear something, and you 
must think before determining its source, the origins must be considered rather than the thing 
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itself. 287  As such, it is the prospect of hearing as a determining impetus which becomes 
particularly problematic for the establishment of a soundscape; when the source material is 
constantly vanishing and evading apprehension, it is difficult to establish the boundaries of such a 
configuration. It is this destabilized condition that causes the soundscape to remain constantly at 
risk of being imperceptible, (and in the same vein, under the constant threat of vanishing entirely). 
A space based upon an already tenuous sensorial phenomenon, it seems that hearing these sounds 
might constitute a similarly disorienting episode. 
In considering the idea of the hearing-act as a mode of inquisition into the realm of the 
vanishing, how might this then apply to the Sufi community of Isfahan? At the most fundamental 
level, it is important to remember that the vast majority of the musical performances occur in the 
evening. In this sense, the auditory declarations of the audible landscape of Isfahan might only be 
heard during the evening hours, such that were one to listen for them during the day they would be 
greeted only with the everyday sounds of the residential neighborhoods. Thus to hear this 
soundscape is to capture a temporary entity, one made available only for many thirty minutes each 
day, leaving the listener doubting whether they might have heard anything at all. Consequently, 
the indeterminate nature of hearing seems appropriate under such circumstances, an inconclusive 
mode of perception used to discern a distinctly ephemeral entity. 
At this point, however, Connor's words once again prove prescient, as he writes: ".hearing, 
we might say, is usually more provocative than evocative. .But precisely for this reason, sound 
may be supplied with compensatory substance, its indeterminate force given an imaginary but 
determinate form."288 Thus, it is important to emphasize that, however elusive and temporary it 
may be, the soundscape is able to maintain a cohesive materiality, one of "an imaginary but 
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determinate form"; such that its ability to be perceived is not so much in question as its very 
existence/appearance. Furthermore, this is an assertion supported by the fact that the audible 
landscape is essentially a nocturnal entity and, at least for a short time, was one that met 
consistently, approximately every two weeks: as if it had only been waiting for the right moment. 
In this way, the Sufi soundscape seems to be adhering to its own set of circadian rhythms. 
Thereupon, it would be reductive to argue that the soundscape vanishes entirely when it is more of 
a spectral presence; just as sound resides within the material/immaterial divide, so too does the 
soundscape fluctuate between the two realms (suspended between occlusion and transparency, 
temporal presence and absence). 
Taking this claim a bit further, it may be argued that perhaps what is more pertinent in 
discerning the soundscape is not simply the ability to hear, but the ability to listen, or more 
specifically, the ability to listen for something, or as Paul Carter so clearly states: "In this context 
it is worth asking not only what are we hearing? But what are we listening for?"289 As such, at this 
juncture it is important to recognize the difference that exists between listening and hearing. 
Henceforth it may be argued that hearing exists as the more passive act between the two, one that 
occurs unconsciously and without focus, whereas listening summons a more concerted, conscious 
effort on the part of the listener: "Unlike hearing.. .the mobilization of auditions as a mode of 
knowledge would have had a different outcome. It would have meant listening. Listening is 
engaged hearing."290 Listening emerges then, as perhaps one of the more highly reciprocal modes 
of perception: one which involves the purposeful, convergent act of cognition. 
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In addition, to return to the underlying phenomenological implications of perception, the 
"engaged" aspect of listening undeniably evokes the facets of exchange and communication 
within the listening-act. As Paul Carter once again explains: "Listening, unlike hearing, values 
ambiguity, recognizing it as a communicational mechanism for creating new symbols and word 
senses..."291Again, it is this focused, intentional component of listening which will ulimtaely 
result in what might be called a dialogic exchange, its "ambiguous" nature enhancing the 
questioning, searching qualities of listening for something. Nevertheless, the intent here is not to 
disparage the benefits of more unintentional modes of hearing, which undoubtedly entail their 
own sensorial revelations, but to highlight the ways in which the search for a soundscape, or rather 
the listening-for a soundscape, will always entangle the distinctly conscious effort of the listener, 
an effort characterized by dialogue and cognition. 
It in this way that the Sufis use of the listening-act works so ingeniously as a locating 
device, a mode of navigation by which to approach the elusive soundscape-space. And while as 
mentioned earlier, the indeterminate quality of listening might pose a problem in the instance that 
it is utilized as a determining force, it is only appropriate for the process of discovering and in turn 
establishing a location for the soundscape to be similarly evasive. Essentially, the words of 
Appadurai are being invoked here, in that this vanishing space is not only context-driven but also 
context-generative,292the ambiguous nature of the tangibility of sound resulting in the ambiguous 
nature of the process of listening. To navigate by way of listening then is to follow a map 
comprised not of pathways, but of echoes and resonances, recordings of what has once been, but 
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may already be gone. This is a search guided by unanswered questions, by phantom intimations of 
trajectories that have never been. 
Moreover, another aspect of this listened-for space emerges: its constitution through 
wandering., as one must roam the designated streets to identify what may or may not be the 
sounds they desire. A form of undirected but intentional movement, wandering is seen as 
supremely tantamount to the larger project of erfan in general, as contemporary sheikh Seyed 
Mustafa Azmayesh notes: "Sufism or mysticism in general is a form of travel: a travel from the 
alienated self to the alternate, real self."293 It should be noted that the term Sufism is frequently 
defined by members of the Nimatullahi Order as "the path of substantial evolution"294 As a 
reminder, the word for Order, is tariqa, meaning, literally path. 
As such, as these movements are decidedly not aimless as the event of wandering might 
suggest, they offer instead what might be considered a paradoxical form of movement: intentional 
wanderings. It is a more focused, more directed form of searching such that, coupled with the 
auditory realm to guide them, this wandering, listening act transforms into a form of navigation. 
Here, then, rests one defining characteristic of our "auditory landscape": that it is navigable only 
insofar in that it is audible. By wandering the streets in order to pick up on these desired 
frequencies, modes of hearing (accidental audition) may put into play before modes of listening 
(intentional audition), thereby collapsing the realms of the intentional and the non-intentional, the 
conscious and the unconscious. 
Azmayesh further affirms this point in his description of the path292 to reach erfan as one 
which contains infinite possibility: "...Sufism...cannot be compared to a straight road leading from 
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'A' to 'B'. As described before, it is an individual path. Moreover the sheikh will, instead of 
presenting him an answer or a solution, confront the student with the jungle of life and place him in 
the midst of a multitude of possibilities in order to find out his own way.295" Here then, the sheikh) 
does not give the disciple a linear trajectory, but offers instead a labyrinth of possibilities, 
providing more convolution rather than clarity, so that the individual must formulate his own 
course. In the exploration of a similar project, Blanchot describes the following: 
 
 
It is not one truth or another that lacks, or truth in general; nor is it doubt that leads us or despair 
that immobilizes us. The wanderer's country is not truth, but exile; he lives outside, on the other 
side which is by no means a beyond, rather the contrary. He remains separated, where the deep of 
dissimulation reigns, that elemental obscurity through which no way can be made and which 
because of that makes its awful way through him.296 
Here Blanchot notes that the wanderer, the mystic, is not interested in navigating truth or finding 
truth or knowledge, but in exploring an alternate "outside" which he himself has created, and 
which subsequently creates him. In other words, by exploring the unknown, in journeying on 
these unseen pathways, these obfuscated trails also obfuscate the nature of subjectivity, 
constructing multiple, phantasmatic counter-subjectivities along the way. 
This is essentially relevant given the audible landscape's ability to disappear, to become 
silent. Ultimately, it is in this way that this space is able to escape and survive, reveling in its status 
as an imaginary space with haunted boundaries, a phenomenon as simultaneously absent as it is 
present, one whose formlessness is define "...(dis)embodies in.the movement of something 
passing away, gone but not quite gone, suspended between presence and absence, located at a 
point that both is and is not here in the repetitive process of absenting"297  These transient 
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occurrences circulate themselves through guerilla tactics of almost instantaneous appearance and 
disappearance, descending into the alleys of the modern cityscape so as to inscribe an aesthetic 
vision and then disassemble. Indeed, it is the very ability of the ontological status of the audible 
landscape to remain ever tenuous, remain ever in question and never fully known, which 
ultimately allows for its survival: in its silence there is threat. 
Disguises of the Audible: The Formation of Auditory Space 
And it is from these obscure origins that we might proceed further into the sphere of the 
Sufi soundscape. Thus, having traversed the methodology by which to locate the soundscape, let 
us now turn our attention to how these "auditory spaces298" within the larger cityscape occasion 
themselves in the first place; or, stated more definitively, how sound is able to transpose itself 
towards a spatial incarnation , and vice-versa. 
As an initial point of departure, it is important once again to remember Appadurai's theory 
of locality, to re-iterate one last time that the formation of the sound-space is undeniably linked to 
the perception of the auditory, one that traces and deciphers the impermanent, as relayed in the 
following excerpt: 
 
Listeners are like hunters following up ambiguous traces. Hunter never aim directly.. They take 
account of the arrow's arching flight. If the quarry is in motion, their aim anticipates its further 
flight. Listeners construct auditory space similarly. To be communicative depends upon 
anticipating the other's moves. The aim is not to end the communication but to keep it going. 
Whereas hearing remains monological, listening is always dialogical. Ideally, a conversation 
evolving out of ambiguity and mishearing retains these signs of what cannot be fully 
communicated.299 
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Caught in the generating/generative process of listening, at once variable and inconstant, the 
space that arises from such a phenomenological exchange is one characterized by movement first 
and demarcated borders next. Hence, auditory space emerges as an evolving, undefined affective 
entity, one effortlessly reformulating itself in the wake of the listening act, one whose description 
can never be "fully communicated." Perhaps though, Richard Schaefer's original definition comes 
closest to expressing or "communicating" what is most unique about the transfigurative zone of 
the acoustic: 
Auditory space has no favored focus. It's a sphere without fixed boundaries.. .It is not pictorial 
space, boxed-in, but dynamic, always in flux, creating its own dimension moment by moment. It 
has not fixed boundaries; it is indifferent to background. The eye focuses, pinpoints, abstracts, 
locating each object in physical space, against a background; the ear, however, favors sound from 
any direction.300 
Thus from this we might discern that 1) the sound-space resists the formation of a history, 
favoring instead a shifting, 'moment by moment' re-creation, (although this might exclude the 
listener's memory) and 2)there exists a high degree of motion within the establishment of the 
sonic space, as the sound itself is an extremely active phenomenon and so allows for a multiplicity 
of auditory vantage-points Indeed, this underlying tremor is further enhanced by the definition of 
sound, as we briefly discussed earlier, as a phenomenon of constant movement, one that is able to 
retain a cohesive, specific materiality while still eliding a confined volume, or as Bruce Smith 
explains in more detail: 
 
Unlike the infinite reaches of space across which light energy can travel, the medium of sound is 
finite...it is also constantly moving, not only because of changes in temperature (effects that 
humans experience as wind) but also because of the so-called Brownian movement whereby all 
substances maintain and lose their integrity as masses of molecules.301 
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As such, when such a motion-oriented sensorial phenomenon is remodulated as a spatial 
enterprise, the space that emerges is bound to be similarly animated: "Auditory space, then, gives 
back to discourses its old physical sense of running hither and tither."302 As a result of this 
mobilizing tendency, sound is able to spread out and extend from a singular point of origin into the 
larger atmosphere, to turn an interior event towards a new, unforeseen exteriority, towards the 
experiential outside. 
In this sense, sound is like a virus, contaminating and transforming the spaces it reaches into, 
claiming it as its own upon infiltration, or as Bull has written: "Sound is essentially non-spatial in 
character, or rather sound engulfs the spatial, thus making the relation between subject and object 
problematic.303" In other words, sound will "fill" any space that it occupies with itself. Similarly, 
in more extreme instances, when the particular intensity or frequency (i.e. volume) of the auditory 
reaches a high level, any space can seem to be held in absolute captivity by such noises: 
"Loudspeakers are installed in the smallest night clubs to amplify the sound until it becomes 
literally unbearable: everything is to sound like the radio304" Indeed, in these instances, when the 
decibel levels are pushed to such an extreme limit, the objective would appear to be to create the 
sensation of being inside a stereo system, as sound begins to take on characteristics more 
commonly assigned to the realm of the spatial. As such, this phenomenon of loud sound 
overtaking a space is described in detail by Julian Henriques as "sonic dominance."305 . Thus, as 
the reverberations of the sound increase to maximum frequency, so intensely do they occupy the 
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surrounding area until it would appear as though the sound actually becomes space, as "everything 
is to sound like the radio." And while it is rare for new music to involve such high volumic levels, 
it is useful to be aware of the potential of sound to initiate such a dramatic event. 
At the same time, however, it is important to note that sound is in turn held captive by the walls 
and physical obstacles with which it comes into contact. Instead, the physical boundaries of the 
street delineate the spatial existence and finality of the sound, the walls of the courtyard of the 
building or the other apartment buildings int he alleyway providing a very clear end-point for the 
motions of the sound-particles. Remember too that the members of the group positioned the stereo 
far enough from the wal so that its sound would still be able to heard in the street. 
Consequently, it may be said that, although through its very activation the sonic is able to 
overtake or arguably even create its own space, these auditory vibrations are similarly shaped and 
affected by the physical boundaries that it confronts. The volume too, is of tantamount importance: 
loud enough to be heard from passersby, but not too loud to draw unwanted attention. Set at just 
that level to be audible for those who might be listening for it. 
And so sound emerges here as the shape-shifter, forever altering its form, oftentimes 
mimicking the spaces around it, those spaces of containment, but ultimately remaining formless: 
"Sound inhabits the subject [space] just as the subject might be said to inhabit the sound." (Bull 
2004: 361) It would appear then, that perhaps auditory space is not necessarily invisible, as I have 
previously argued, yet rather inherently unrecognizable. A camouflaged architectonics, at once 
enigmatic and encoded, it strays beyond the totality of comprehension, drawn instead towards the 
peripheries of the unnameable. In other words, the soundscape is always in disguise. It is in this 
way too that the paradox of concealment and revealment of the Sufis strategy occurs: they are 




They broadcast their presence in the most literal of terms, announcing their presence and 
drawing attention to anyone who might be in the neighborhood. And yet the sounds are only 
decipherable to those who understand their significance, remaining hidden in their innocuous form 
of an audio recording. If it had been live music, however, surely they might draw more attention, 
as they had in the past. Perhaps then this might be understood as the compromise they have 
undertaken: a recording, rather than live instrumentation. Neither outright defiance nor complete 
acquiences . 
But what might it be like to inhabit such a space? One which seems difficult to recognize, and 
yet so easily apprehended? Counterintuitively, I would argue that to come upon such an encounter 
would ultimately result in a feeling of maximal proximity; for when something is placed into 
question, no choice remains but that of engagement, thereby cementing a reciprocity with the 
sensorial object, an acute nearness that collapses the inner and the outer, as Julian Henriques 
articulates: 
Acoustic space'.. .is a kind of space you are inside as well as outside and it is inside of you as well 
as you being inside it. In fact with sound it simply does not make sense to think of having an inside 
and an outside in the way that the visual sensory modality, with its preoccupations with surfaces, 
restricts us. Sound is both surface and depth at once.306 
And so auditory space continues the phenomenological tendencies of the sensorial event and the 
listening-act which ultimately give rise to it. 
Following this very preliminary investigation of the broader relationship between sound and 
space, let us divert the inquiry back to our chosen case study once again, the soundscape of the 
Sufis of Isfahan, in order to attempt to develop a more specific theory within this enormous field 
of study, with particular attention given to the experience of such a site. 
                                            




To begin, we might imagine the mystical auditory soundscape to exist within two spheres: 1) 
the more imaginary concept of a generalized "sounds of the audible Sufi landscape", as seen 
through a convergence of the incidental noises of the urban environment and the sounds of the 
music itself, and 2) the specific residential homes themselves as the ultimate form of auditory 
space. For our current purposes, this chapter will maintain a dominant focus on the latter as the 
primary atmospheric criterion of the soundscape, although hopefully we will be able to reflect to 
some degree on the former as well. Accordingly, it is important to remember that the auditory 
spaces invoked here differ from the standard definition of "an acoustic environment,"307 due to the 
fact that the musical sounds conjured in the homes are decidedly intentional as opposed to 
incidental. Indeed, as we will examine further in our discussion of the occupants of the soundscape, 
the music that happens here is a willed occurrence. Therefore, just as we saw the listening act 
emerge as a mode of navigation, a concerted effort on the part of the new music audience, so too is 
the experience of the auditory space similarly affected by the pointed desire to encounter the 
sound produced within. 
One outcome of the auditory space as a desired-space is the privatization and personalization 
of an instance, the broadcasting of music into a neighborhood street, of what is otherwise the 
public realm. Indeed, upon experiencing the music at hand, a sense of intimacy is created between 
the recording and the listener, between the individual listener and herself, in this last instance as a 
result of the introspection/cognition involved in the listening-act. In addition, remembering the 
small size of the group—oftentimes amounting to less than a dozen individuals—this was already 
rendered an unintentionally private space at the outset. Thus, it is this small gathering which is 
able to transform an already confidential space into one of heightened immediacy, not unlike an 
                                            




audience at a concert: "Concert listeners privatize their already 'private' space of experience.308 
Taking it a step further, Bull uses the example of listening to the radio in one's own home in order 
to demonstrate the ability of sound to mutate and defamiliarize even the banality of the domestic 
space. Essentially, he argues that the radio is able to alter the home into a auditory-space by way 
of listening, such that the only exchange which occurs there would be between the listener and the 
sound: "Radio sounds transform the immobile space of domestic habitation as users no longer 
continue with those next to them but with the 'distant' voices transmitted through the ether309."In 
this way, even the most presumably static and unchanging space—the home—and one so often 
categorized as a domain of communal living, is able to become a supremely private space, 
wherein one might find oneself suddenly ambivalent towards any surrounding distractions, all 
through the infiltration of sound.310 
As such, a central component within this process of personalization is the role of desire and 
transformation that so clearly accompanies the creation of auditory space. Indeed, whereas 
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less a transformative force, but would act as simply another opportunity for the house to integrate "thoughts, 
memories, and dreams." In the end, the importance of memory to his work complicates Schaefer's 




listening is ultimately the action which initiates introspection and thereby intimacy, it is the 
captivating nature of sound, and the desire to listen these sounds more closely, that is the supreme 
driving force behind these transformation. "Through the power of sound, the world becomes 
intimate, known, and possessed. These examples highlight the powerfully seductive role of 
sound.311" Here then, we might find a juncture within the soundscape that exists in a slightly less 
phenomenological fashion, one where the role of desire perhaps demarcates the divide between 
the listener and the heard-object a bit more clearly than any other aspect of these spaces as, 
following the logic of Jean Baudrillard: "Only the subject desires, only the object seduces.312" 
Undoubtedly then, these transportive abilities of sound are not intended to be taken lightly or 
underestimated, especially remembering our discussion of the mobile nature of sound. Certainly, 
as we have seen, sound is capable of spreading out fluidly from its origin point, and so these are 
noises which are able to traverse great distances--a fact made even more relevant when 
considering that these sounds of Sufi community are being listened for, sought by their desiring 
audience. As such, Bull illustrates this point with a brief discussion of Odysseus' experience with 
the Sirens, reflecting that: "As he listens, tied safely to the mast, the song transforms the distance 
between his ship and the rocks from which the Sirens sing."313 The distance and thereby the space 
between Odysseus and the Sirens is henceforth markedly altered upon his hearing of the Sirens' 
call, in this case a song of the highest seductive order, until this desire has brought the listener to a 
dangerous edge. In this way, sound both transforms space and transports the listener, traversing 
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the distances between the listener and its destination, until it is in this light that we might begin to 
understand John Cage's conviction that: "Music is a means of rapid transportation."314 
Though pursuing a disparate project, Gaston Bachelard deciphers such a powerful vantage in 
his own meditations on the architectonics of "the cellar:" ".countless cellars, a network of passages, 
and a group of individual cells with frequently padlocked doors. There, secrets are pondered, 
projects are prepared. And, underneath the earth, action gets underway, we are really in the 
intimate space of underground maneuvers.315 Undoubtedly, by privileging subtlety over flagrancy, 
evasion and formlessness over the dialectics of direct engagement, the Sufi community have 
adopted yet another tactic of secrecy. 
Furthermore, the proposition of a silent (secret) yet audible landscape begs a paradox: that, 
in the final scope, this underground aspect of the Sufi community enhances spatial experience 
rather than reduces it. In as much as it circumscribes a masked arena, it also produces itself as an 
expanse, one that remains seamless and volatile, indefinite and unbound: "When we dream of the 
heights, we are in the rational zone of intellectualized projects. But for the cellar, the impassioned 
inhabitant digs and redigs, making its very depth active. The fact is not enough, the dream is at 
work. When it comes to excavated ground, dreams have no limit316." For it is in this auditory 
lowground alone, that the imaginative capacity of spatial experience arises: herein lies the 
potential of the unknowing of space. 
As a further point of clarification, I would note that this cladestine landscape does not 
exemplify a transcendent reconstruction of the beyond, but rather opposes all metaphysics by 
crystallizing itself as an amorphous and dynamic encounter with spatial experience. Moreover, 
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this auditory underground proposes a new spatial modality: that of an ontological in-between, a 
chasm of suspended self-consciousness that formulates a spatial elsewhere. Returning to the 
theme of wandering, Azmayesh notes the self-contained nature of the mystical path: "The starting 
point and the goal, the subject and object are fixed. To put it in other words, I travel from me to Me, 
in me and by me. I am the point of departure; I am the goal, the journey and the traveller."317 For 
Bachelard, it is this nearly ungraspable notion of the elsewhere that time and again marks the 
genesis of a will to reverie, such that "it always starts in the same way, that is, it flees the object 
nearby and right away it is far off, elsewhere, in the space of elsewhere."318 Similarly, de Certeau 
notes the role of movement in such an enterprise: "To walk is to lack a place. It is the indefinite 
process of being absent and in search of a proper....a universe of rented spaces haunted by a 
nowhere or by dreamed- of places."319  As is demonstrated by such a cryptic yet elaborate 
statement, the audible landscape revels in this transience, surviving first and foremost on its status 
as a humble outside, initiated not by location but through movement. 
Extending this argument of the unknowing of space as the experience of a spatial 
elsewhere, it might also be suggested that this in-between realm operates as a landscape which 
exceeds its own boundaries. As the audible landscape ultimately aims to remain concealed, never 
hoping to draw attention to itself, it nevertheless propels itself forward towards varying states of 
experiential vastness through the mobile nature of the auditory. Each refracted tone and 
percussive sound-wave emanates a seamlessness that then supercedes the constricted nature of the 
physical space; an otherwise modes courtyard ceaselessly extends itself, a venue at once 
self-contained and uncontained, and therein vindicating the immanence of sound and vibration: 
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"We need to develop our inner substance to be able to penetrate into everything and to be in 
contact with the essential aspects of all things. You have to use the vibrations to penetrate into 
everything.320" As such, a difficulty remains in investigating such an experiment with immensity, 
for the minimalist manipulation of space exerts itself almost imperceptibly, and hence evading the 
grasp of phenomenological definition: 
If we could analyze impressions and images of immensity, or what immensity contributes to an 
image, we should soon enter into a region of the purest sort of phenomenology—a phenomenology 
without phenomena; or, stated less paradoxically one that, in order to know the productive flow of 
images need not wait for the phenomenon of the imagination to take form and become stabilized 
and completed images.321 
As the above-cited quote suggests, the minimalist engagement with spatial experience makes it 
such that each expressive gesture has the potential to incrementally magnify itself, becoming in 
the end nothing less than a traceless passage into immensity. 
Ultimately, the benefits of the construction of an audible landscape rests in its ability to 
conjure experiences of immensity from even the most constricted of spaces. Hereafter, the 
imaging of these spaces becomes an exercise in possession: "Representation is dominated by 
imagination…the cleverer I am at miniaturizing the world, the better I possess it. But in doing this, 
it must be understood that values become condensed and enriched in miniature. Platonic dialectics 
of large and small do not suffice for us to become cognizant of the dynamic virtues of miniature 
thinking. One must go beyond logic in order to experience what is large in what is small."322 Once 
again, the realm of the auditory exposes its potential for paradox, elegantly collapsing the 
dialectics of the monumental and the infinitesimal, the imagined and the known. 
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Furthermore, it is in this direct respect that the operation of the current sound-culture 
arrives at the threshold of a Foucauldian heterotopia, for the former's alignment with multiplicity 
secures the pluralism that the latter describes in his third principle, writing that "the heterotopia is 
capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves 
incompatible. 323 " This proclivity for internal contestation, in addition, is what makes the 
contemporary sound-space an irreducible revolutionary site, one that remains sovereign while at 
the same time permeable, shape-shifting and multi-layered, enduringly open to the possibility of 
remodification, for "heterotopias always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both 
isolates them and makes them penetrable."324 As noted earlier, this tactic is especially unique 
within post-revolutionary Iran, where most oppositional groups (even those, such as the Sufis, 
who assume the position of "oppositional group" more by accident and context than anything else) 
either reside completely cloaked, completely underground, or assume a confrontational 
appearance. In contrast, the mutable, mobile Sufi soundscape has assumed the tactics of a new 
tribalism in its construction of a heterotopic zone of experience, in its energetic orchestration of 
multiplicity, sets the backdrop for an aesthetics without finality. 
And so, as we come to a conclusion of our examination of auditory space, and proceed 
henceforth into our final discussion of traversing or walking the soundscape, we might bridge the 
two themes by asking: how might this seductive nature of sound affect the listener in reaching 
their coveted location? In other words, how might these pathways of desire be traversed, and how 
might they be navigated? And as we venture forward to answer these speculations, we conclude 
our investigation of the spatiality of the soundscape with one last assertion by Bull; that, however 
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tenuous and temporary the status of these spaces might be, it is the intentional nature of the 
broadcasting of these mystical sounds that categorize the Sufi soundscape (which will ultimately 
allow them to sustain themselves): "The fragility of this space is rendered more secure as the space 
becomes 'occupied' by signifiers of an imaginary and reassuring presence in the form of chosen 
sound.325" In the end, it is the intrinsic desire behind these specific, "chosen sounds" which gives 
evidence to the materiality of the Sufi soundscape, however distorted and imaginary it may be. 
An Endless Walk: Moving Through the Soundscape 
Stepping back from these more abstract discussion of the soundscape, let us take a moment 
now to consider the Sufi soundscape on a more substantiated plane: how it exists as a series of 
"real sites," to borrow a phrase from Foucault, and how these sites might come together (or not 
come together), to constitute a musical landscape. 
Thus, it must be revealed that our soundscape, however infused with generative potential., is 
essentially a small space, and one of the humblest ambitions. They they must keep re-locating they 
must keep moving: into new venues, abandoned warehouses, even private homes. Hence, 
although under a serious threat from the larger municipal powers which govern the city, this is a 
space that is considered worth fighting for, as the remaining group meetings emerge as 
battleground for the future. 
To this end, as the struggle for such rogue sites continues, the contemporary soundscape 
surfaces in what might be considered its most definitive form, or the form that it takes in the "real 
world": that of the idealized space or, more specifically, an imaginary space324. Indeed, put quite 
simply, the Sufi soundscape is too small, too dispersed, too transient to formulate a cohesive, 
cultural landscape. It may be argued that such meetings are merely ruptures (although whether 
                                            




they are relics of the past or forerunners of the future remains to be seen). What is certain is that 
this contemporary soundscape is found more easily in mirages than on these city streets. 
As a result, to dare to seek out the soundscape is in the end to remain searching, and ultimately 
those in search of the soundscape prove its only occupants. To embark on a journey for an 
imaginary space is to be forever looking for it; for, by definition, it does not exist. And so, the only 
option remaining is to continue walking, continue searching; fueled by a desire to listen to these 
singular sounds, the importance of movement within the soundscape proves itself once again. 
Indeed, as Michel de Certeau tells us: "To walk is to lack a place. It is the indefinite process of 
being absent and in search of a proper....a universe of rented spaces haunted by a nowhere or by 
dreamed- of places."326 For certain, it is this "haunting" that proves particularly relevant here, as 
the seekers/occupants remain possessed by a desire to listen to that which they seek; here, we are 
reminded of Nietzsche's insight that: "Rhythm is a compulsion."327 In this way, the wanderers of 
this atrophic landscape feel compelled to continue searching for a Sufi soundscape, until it is 
perhaps their movements alone that formulate the most defining aspects of these desolate places. 
It might be said that the mystical soundscape remains in the end a site of constant movement: 
perceived through the dynamic phenomenology of listening, and experienced in its most stable 
instantiation as a spatial shape-shifter. Indeed, irregardless of all current obstacles it faces 
however, one might argue that perhaps the soundscape can only ever exist in such a tenuous state, 
based as it is on the elusive sensorial phenomenon of sound. Instead, the soundscape retains its 
"determinate but imaginary form" as a result of the desires and purposeful wanderings of its 
occupants. As such, as they remain listening for these "chosen sounds," they formulate what can 
only be considered an imaginary space, one of their own design and definition, and thus one which 
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ultimately remains insurmountable And so, one is ultimately reminded of a quote by Kafka, 
wherein he writes: "Like a game of tag where the only 'home' is a tree on the far side of the ocean. 
But why did they set forth from that place?—It is on the coast that the billows crash most fiercely. 
So narrow a room do they have there, and so unconquerable.328" In these contested sites, the 
soundscape gives rise to a space of the utmost vitalism, caught between an exchange of subject 
and object, remaining impenetrable to all but those inhabit it. 
Tactics of Improvisation 
Throughout this discussion of sound and the transformative capabilities it contains, what 
has been grossly overlooked thus far are the musical and stylistic components of the auditiory. 
This is particularly pertinent as what was being broadcast over the wall of the house was indeed a 
recording of a piece of music, and it would seem that such particularities should not be so handily 
ignored. In other words, beyond simply considering the affective dimensions of the formal 
qualities of the auditory, what might be the significance of the specific form of music that was 
being broadcast? 
To think back, the reader might be reminded that what was broadcast was a piece of 
improvised music, one in the shape of a performance of the df drum. An unremarkable recording 
to be sure, there undoubtedly exists thousands of such works that in the category of what is called 
in Western discourses is called improvisation. To improvise a piece of music is to compose or 
create something without any prior planning or pre-determined action yet, as I will soon further 
elaborate, this supposed spontaneity is in fact absolutely contingent on years of prior of training 
and practicing. Positioned at the convergence of instinct and training, improvisation operates as a 
                                            




mode of creation arising out of a specific form of knowledge. In consideration of this, it would 
seem that the stylistics of the music of the Sufis suggests a curious parallel to the actions of the 
group itself. Namely, that both demonstrate a tactics of improvisation. 
To begin, extemporaneous playing is one of the defining features of Iranian traditional 
music (musiqi-e sonati-e irani). Also known as musiqi-e assil, ("pure music" or "noble music"), 
this is the category of Iranian art music based on the dastgah system where performers play 
without any notation or pre-determined or memorized musical score. Described as a "highly 
complex melodic musical system," the dastgah is comprised of seven whole notes plus variable 
for ornamentation and modulation. These seven notes act as the basis for several hundred melodic 
patterns known as gusheshs. The entire system of gushesh is known as radif. "The defining 
features of the dastgah are thus a certain modal variety subjected to a course of development (sayr) 
that is determined by the preestablished order of sequences, or gusas.329  Essentially, every 
musician must familiarize themselves this highly complex system of modes, and it these phrases 
and melodies which are then used as the basis for their extemporaneous playing. 
And although I am here referring to the music as "improvised," it is only in recent years 
that musicians have referred to it as such.330 Indeed, as ethnomusicologist Laudan Nooshin has 
written about, "while the concept of creativity (khalaqiat) has a long history in musiqi-e assil 
[traditional Iranian music].. .there existed no equivalent of the Western concept of improvisation 
in Iran prior to the twentieth century." 331  Indeed, it was only when Western scholars and 
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ethnomusicologists encountered Iranian musicians and, observing that they performed and studied 
without notation, declared the music "improvised" that the term entered the lexicon. Specifically, 
the terms bedaheh navazi (spontaneous playing), bedaheh khani (spontaneous singing), and 
bedaheh sarai (spontaneous recitation) and—perhaps the most popular—the English language 
word "improvisation" are utilized in literatures and conversations.332 Thus, although I employ the 
term here, I wish to make clear that this is a unique form of improvisation being invoked, one 
based on a specific form of musicological training and philosophy. 
To understand how the group's actions can be seen as a mode of improvisation, it will be 
helpful to examine the concept more fully. Namely, how certain components of improvisation 
such as training, interaction with one's surroundings, its unique temporality, and the question of 
instinct, might be helpful in understanding the tactics carried out by the group. In this way, the 
aesthetic philosophy guiding the music they as a signaling device to gather also emerges as the 
epistemology utilized behind their navigation of the local politics of Isfahan. There is a creativity 
required here, a demand that is made of all peoples who are required to negotiate and problem 
solve an unforeseen dilemma, one that emerges at the impasse of instinct and ingenuity, the 
conscious and the unconscious. 
 
Training of the Heart 
Improvisation requires training. While the very concept seems to emphasize the 
spontaneous and impulsive, an explosive creation of something out of nothing, improvisation is 
undoubtedly an impossibility without much prior education and practice. Perhaps even more so 
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than when one is following a musical score,333 where the performer is focusing on interpreting the 
notes in front of them, the improviser must instead draw from prior training and experiences by 
which to guide them. An Iranian oud performer is not going to suddenly perform a piece in 
syncopated jazz rhythm; but rather create a piece which is firmly situated within a musicological 
tradition. In order to do so without a pre-determined score or plan, however, they must thus 
become so familiarized with this form of musical knowledge that it might enter the realm of the 
instinct, where they are able to summon the musical phrases and melodic modalities of the 
dastgah in order to build a new piece seemingly without thinking...334 It is said that they "draw 
upon" or "draw from" their repertoire of musical knowledge, but this very 
Similarly, the Wandering group has drawn upon their study of mystical epistemologies in 
order to create an alternative meeting practice. As previously described, it was largely their 
understanding of the concept of wandering which inspired them to shape their tactics in 
responding to the cancelation of their meeting. Specifically, they had heard the sheikhs discuss the 
question of wandering and journey in their sermons, and they had meditated and thought about the 
idea through their poetry reading and, following this, too did they execute a literal adaptation and 
configuration of the idea wandering in their decision to formulate a Sufi space. And while they 
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were certainly familiar with the idea, their "training" involved was much less rigorous and 
exhaustive compared with the performers study of the radif system, even when one takes into 
consideration their study of mysticism as a whole. Interestingly, in addition to the less rigorous 
training that they received, another distinction lies in the fact that the creative process of the Sufis 
was conducted on the register of the conscious much more explicitly than that of the musicians, 
whom claim to need "not think" about their specific melodic modes while they play, suggesting a 
possible correlation between the two335. I would offer the distinction, however, that the musicians' 
are in fact consciously utilizing their training, only demonstrating at such a level of mastery that 
the reaction time has become almost immediate. They are aware of their engagement with the 
radif, hence the extreme concentration, only it comes so easily that they are able to execute an 
entire at the same time as they play the modes, perhaps blurring the lines between "conscious" and 
"unconscious" thought. In both cases, however, their previous training was inextricable part of 
their improvisatory process, one where the supposed randomness of their actions were in fact tied 
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  Conclusion 
Reaction to Surroundings, The Cultivation of Intuition 
Perhaps more than anything else, musicians remark how improvisation is based upon 
reacting to the performance of their fellow musicians and their general surroundings. So much so 
that each move and note is produced in tandem with the sounds of the others, whether one plays up 
and the other down, or both go forward and then backward, they are guided by each other's 
motions, creating a piece of music which absolutely contingent upon how the musicians hear each 
other, creating structure out of an unstructured place, as the actions of the Sufis were made in 
reaction to the actions of the authorities, as well as the etiquette of the local neighborhood. As the 
sounds are restricted and shaped by the streets that house them, so too do they contour the sounds 
from the courtyard. 
There is a unique form of temporality that is involved in improvisation, one that is at 
simultaneously hyper immediate, engaged with that which has preceded it, and ever mindful of the 
future. Indeed, for improivsation is not only unformed, but unfinished, always expanding, as 
performer/composer creating their own space as they move forwarded, blind-folded, guiding only 
by instinct. 
"During your journey in the darkness you are being guided by your heartbeat, your sixth sense.336" 
~Seyed Mustafa Azmayesh 
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